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adjustment may be described generally as a shift in the boundary lines between 
two or more existing parcels, where land taken from one parcel is added to an 
adjacent parcel. 

Regardless of the applicant's characterization of the proposed project as a "lot 
line adjustment" exempt from the mapping requirements of the Subdivision Map 
Act and related County ordinances, the Commission finds it to be a development 
subject to the permit requirements of the Coastal Act. In relevant part, Section 
30106 of the Coastal Act defines development to mean a "change in the density 
or intensity of use of land, including, but not limited to, subdivision pursuant to 
the Subdivision Map Act ( commencing with Section 66410 of the Government 
Code), and any other division of land, including lot splits." (Emphasis added.) this 
definition applies to the applicants' project which proposes to modify the existing 
property boundary lines to redivide the current 16 existing parcels into 16 wholly 
reconfigured lots. Moreover, as will be discussed in greater detail below, the 
project also would change the intensity of use of land by removing the potential 
for residential development from the Topanga Woods Subdivision and 
redistributing it in the fire hazard area of the Topanga Mesa. 

The Commission noted that this determination that the applicants' project 
constitutes development within the meaning of the Coastal Act has no effect on 
the County's separate determination that the project constitutes a lot line 
adjustment for purposes of the subdivision Map Act and the County's local permit 
requirements. 

1. Existing Lot Configuration. 

The existing lot configuration of the proposed project site is shown in Exhibit 3. 
This exhibit is a composite of several assessor's parcel maps of different scales. 
The scales have been adjusted to allow the lots to be shown in relation to each 
other. The existing lots include 11 small lot subdivision lots which range in size 
from 3,580 sq. ft. to 6,800 sq. ft. These lots, which are all owned by La Fe, Inc., 
are located within the Topanga Woods small lot subdivision. Staff's review of 
Commission records indicate that none of the lots have been previously deed 
restricted for open space. These lots are shown at the bottom of Exhibit 2. An 
enlargement of the small lot subdivision lots is provided in Exhibit 3. 

The remaining five lots involved in the lot line adjustment are located north of the 
small lot subdivision. The following table shows the sizes of these larger lots and 
the ownership of each: 
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SUBSTANTIVE FILE DOCUMENTS: Malibu/Santa Monica Mountains Land Use 
Plan, 5-88-605 (Brown), 4-93-151 (Betancourt/Larson), Preliminary Geologic 
Assessment, dated 10/11/96, prepared by Harley Tucker, Inc., Progress Report 
Geologic Investigation for the Topanga Canyon Landslide, dated 2/23/94, 
prepared by the Geologic Investigation Sedion of Los Angeles County 

Staff Note: 

Staff notes that the subject permit application was originally scheduled for 
consideration at the December 1996 Commission meeting. A staff 
recommendation was prepared and hearing notices were distributed. Prior to the 
hearing, issues were identified with respect to fire hazards that could result from 
the proposed reconfiguration. Comments from the public regarding the proposed 
projed which raised significant issues were also received. Several of the 
comments raised the issue of fire safety, especially as it relates to the existing 
access to the proposed projed site. Staff determined that the issue was of such 
importance that further review and investigation of these issues was warranted in 
order to elicit the best possible information available so that the issue could be 
adequately analyzed. In order to have time to gather further information on the 
fire safety issue, the hearing was postponed. Since that time, staff has been in 
communication with the Los Angeles County Department of Regional Planning 
and the Los Angeles County Fire Department. As described in more detail below, 
the Regional Planning Commission has recently denied a different proposed 
three-lot subdivision of one of the parcels (Brown parcel) that is part of the 
proposed projed site. This denial was based on the inadequacy of existing 
emergency access. Further, staff received a letter, dated March 19, 1997, from 
the Fire Department regarding its review of the proposed projed. The letter 
indicates that the reconfiguration of lots proposed here would significantly 
increase the potential fire risk that exists in the area. In addition to 
communications with Los Angeles County, staff requested that the applicants 
provide any information they may have regarding the fire safety issue. Ms. Susan 
Brown provided information regarding the County's adion on her proposed 
subdivision and the findings of the fire safety consultant that she retained at that 
time to evaluate the fire safety situation. 

STAFF RECOMMENDATION: 

The staff recommends that the Commission adopt the following resolution: 
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The Commission hereby denies a permit for the proposed development on the 
grounds that the development will not be in conformity with the provisions of 
Chapter 3 of the California Coastal Act of 1976 and would prejudice the ability of 
the local government having jurisdiction over the area to prepare a local Coastal 
Program conforming to the provisions of the Coastal Act. 

II. FINDINGS AND DECLARATIONS. 

The Commission hereby finds and declares: 

A. Project Description. 

The proposed project includes the redivision of sixteen existing contiguous lots 
comprising 92 acres into sixteen reconfigured parcels (Exhibit 5). The property 
includes eleven contiguous small lots located within the Topanga Woods Small 
Lot Subdivision. The other five lots are larger lots which are contiguous with and 
just north of the small lot subdivision parcels. The applicants assert that the 
purpose of the proposed project is to provide parcels with better road access and 
building pad locations that can be developed with less grading than the existing 
lot configuration. The northern portion of the proposed project site is located on a 
mesa known as "Topanga Mesa" between Topanga Canyon and Greenleaf 
Canyon in the Topanga area of the Santa Monica Mountains. This mesa feature 
is quite wide and flat at its northern end (north of the proposed project site). This 
mesa narrows to the south, across the proposed project site, becoming what the 
project geologist has characterized as a "spur ridge". The slopes between the 
mesa/ridge and the canyons below on all sides are extremely steep. Exhibit 1 is 
a vicinity map that shows the location of the proposed project. Exhibit 6 is an 
enlargement of the U.S. Geological Survey Map of the mesa area that shows the 
existing topography. 

Staff notes that the applicants have described and characterized the 
development which is the subject of this application as a series of lot line 
adjustments performed on sixteen contiguous parcels. The applicants contend 
that beginning with sixteen lots, a series of lot line adjustments would be made, 
resulting ultimately in sixteen reconfigured lots at the conclusion of all the 
adjustments. The County of Los Angeles agreed with this characterization and 
processed the project without requiring that the applicants with the tentative map 
provisions of the Subdivision Map Act and related local ordinances. This 
description also originally appeared in the applicants' "project description" and 
other parts of the subject application for a coastal development permit. A lot line 
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adjustment may be described generally as a shift in the boundary lines between 
two or more existing parcels, where land taken from one parcel is added to an 
adjacent parcel. 

Regardless of the applicant's characterization of the proposed project as a "lot 
line adjustment" exempt from the mapping requirements of the Subdivision Map 
Act and related County ordinances, the Commission finds it to be a development 
subject to the permit requirements of the Coastal Act. In relevant part, Section 
30106 of the Coastal Act defines development to mean a "change in the density 
or intensity of use of land, including, but not limited to, subdivision pursuant to 
the Subdivision Map Act ( commencing with Section 6641 0 of the Government 
Code), and any other division of land, including lot splits." (Emphasis added.) this 
definition applies to the applicants' project which proposes to modify the existing 
property boundary lines to redivide the current 16 existing parcels into 16 wholly 
reconfigured lots. Moreover, as will be discussed in greater detail below, the 
project also would change the intensity of use of land by removing the potential 
for residential development from the Topanga Woods Subdivision and 
redistributing it in the fire hazard area of the Topanga Mesa. 

The Commission noted that this determination that the applicants' project 
constitutes development within the meaning of the Coastal Act has no effect on 
the County's separate determination that the project constitutes a lot line 
adjustment for purposes of the subdivision Map Act and the County's local permit 
requirements. 

1. Existing Lot Configuration. 

The existing lot configuration of the proposed project site is shown in Exhibit 3. 
This exhibit is a composite of several assessor's parcel maps of different scales. 
The scales have been adjusted to allow the lots to be shown in relation to each 
other. The existing lots include 11 small lot subdivision lots which range in size 
from 3,580 sq. ft. to 6,800 sq. ft. These lots, which are all owned by La Fe, Inc., 
are located within the Topanga Woods small lot subdivision. Staffs review of 
Commission records indicate that none of the lots have been previously deed 
restricted for open space. These lots are shown at the bottom of Exhibit 2. An 
enlargement of the small lot subdivision lots is provided in Exhibit 3. 

The remaining five lots involved in the lot line adjustment are located north of the 
small lot subdivision. The following table shows the sizes of these larger lots and 
the ownership of each: 



OWNER 
La Fe, Inc. 
Rein 
Goodwin/Hudson 
Goodwin/Hudson 
Brown 

APN 
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4444-022-001 
4440-007-017 
4440-007-057 
4444-030-01 0 
4440-007-016 

2. Proposed Lot Configuration. 

SIZE 
37.55 acres 
20.9 acres 
9.26 acres 
2.32 acres 
16.96 acres 

!rable1 I 

The proposed project involves the reconfiguration of the existing parcels, 
comprising 92-acres such that all sixteen lots will be redivided into sixteen 
parcels with a wholly new configuration. The proposed project will result in the 
same number of lots as currently exist. The following chart shows the proposed 
sizes of the proposed parcels after the reconfiguration: 

LOT NUMBER LOT SIZE 
1 1.09 acres 
2 2.12 acres 
3 7.71 acres 
4 7.22 acres 
5 11.6 acres 
6 9.1 acres 
7 2.32 acres 
8 5.54 acres 
9 5.08 acres 
10 6.51 acres 
11 10.93 acres 
12 3.68 acres 
13 4.77 acres 
14 2.78 acres 
15 3.89 acres 
16 4.4 acres 

I Table2 I 
Exhibit 4 is an illustration that shows the proposed lot configuration in relation to 
the existing lot configuration. Exhibit 5 is the map submitted by the applicants 
which shows the proposed lot configuration with the topography of the site. The 
proposed project would result in the existing eleven small lots becoming one lot 
(Lot 1) with one building site. The other fifteen lots (Lots 2-16) will be located 
along the most narrow portion of a mesa area known as the "Topanga Mesa" 
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running north-south through the larger existing lots. While, as previously noted, 
the proposed redivision will result in lot reconfiguration, but no increase in the 
total number of lots, the effect of the proposed project is to pick up ten lots which 
currently have street frontage and move them to a high fire hazard area without 
adequate access. The proposed reconfiguration would result in fifteen lots being 
located on the mesa area where there are currently five existing lots. The 
applicants submitted a plan which shows, in a very general way, potential 
locations for a building site on each proposed lot. Most of the potential building 
pad sites would be located on the flatter area of the proposed lots, and adjacent 
to existing dirt trails that traverse the proposed project site. Grading plans for 
building pad sites and roads were not provided, however, although requested by 
staff. 

The applicants contend that the reconfiguration of the existing small lot subdivision lots 
along with the five larger lots would allow for larger building sites and better placement of 
building sites and roads and driveways. The Commission agrees that these lots are 
small and generally have steep slopes. These factors could complicate efforts to develop 
each one of these lots with a garage, driveway, septic system and home. Nonetheless, 
these parcels are legal and until permit applications are submitted it would be premature 
to attempt to determine the extent to which they may be developed. 

In this regard, the Commission observes that a project was approved on the property 
located directly adjacent to the proposed project site. In Permit 4-94-114 (Ferris), the 
construction of a 2,131 sq. ft. single family residence, conversion of a greenhouse to a 
500 sq. ft. guesthouse, 2-car garage, water tank, septic system, and 3,070 cu. yds. of 
grading on Vista Valley Trail in the Topanga Woods small lot subdivision. The project 
included the combination of five small lots to form the project site. 

Further, in contrast to the applicant's contentions concerning the potential development 
benefits that might be derived from the proposed reconfiguration of the small lots in this 
area, and as discussed in greater detail below, any proposal that moves more building 
sites to the Topanga Mesa area also has the undesirable effect of expanding 
development in the area with limited access over steep terrain and a high fire hazard 
potential. These detrimental aspects of the project pose more serious and immediate 
development issues than the current small lot configuration. 

3. Proposed Access. 

The applicants have indicated that lot 1 will take access through the existing 
roads in the Topanga Woods Small lot Subdivision. The applicants have further 
indicated that lots 2 through 16 would take access from a road to be improved 
from Hillside Drive to Will Geer Road and south across the project site, ending in 
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a cul-de-sac on the proposed Lot 2. The applicants have not submitted any 
grading plans which would indicate the specific location of such an access road 
or the volume of grading that would be necessary to construct it. Staff has 
conducted a field visit to the proposed project site with several of the applicants. 
During that visit, potential road access routes and potential building site locations 
were shown to staff by the applicants. 

There are existing unimproved dirt jeep trails that traverse the mesa/spur ridge 
area of the proposed project site from north to south. The applicants indicated 
that most of the potential access road route across the mesa/spur ridge area of 
the site would follow these existing dirt jeep trails. Staff would note that although 
these jeep trails are existing, some grading would be necessary to widen them in 
order to provide an access road of an adequate width and grade. Most of the 
potential building pad sites would be located on the flatter area of the proposed 
lots. Therefore, it appeared that road access and pads could be provided to 
some of the proposed lots with a moderate amount of grading, given the flat 
nature of the top of the mesa. However, as discussed in greater detail below, in 
order to provide adequate access to the mesa/spur ridge area, substantial 
landform alteration would be required. 

In addition to the jeep trails that traverse the mesa/spur ridge area of the 
proposed project site, the applicants also indicated to staff another existing dirt 
jeep trail of approximately 1 0 feet in width which traverses the steep slope from 
the southern end of the mesa (Lot 2) to the Topanga Woods subdivision below. 
This jeep trail is very narrow, very steep, and contains an almost vertical cliff 
portion at the bottom. Due to its condition of disrepair, and the vertical cliff area, 
this jeep trail is impassable. 

When staff expressed concern that a massive amount of grading and landform 
alteration would be necessary in order to improve this trail to an adequate width 
and grade for an access road, the applicants indicated that the access road 
across the project site could be ended in a cul-de-sac on the ridge (Lot 2) to 
avoid this road improvement and its associated landform alteration. The 
applicants did not indicate any other potential secondary points of access. As 
such, no secondary access roads have been proposed to provide access to the 
proposed project site. More recent correspondence from the applicants states 
that: "One of the goals of the lot line adjustment is to provide a sufficient 
economic incentive to the owners of the parcels in question to warrant the 
development of additional means of ingress and egress". Staff requested that the 
applicants provide specific information on such additional access roads so that it 
could be considered by the Commission. To date, no such information has been 
provided. 
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The applicants submitted limited information as a part of their original permit 
application. Basically, a plan, including site topography, depicting the proposed 
reconfigured parcels, proof of legal interest, evidence of the County's approval
in-concept, and noticing materials were submitted. After the initial review of the 
application, staff required a plan depicting potential building site locations and 
any geologic information available for the proposed project site. In response to 
these requests, the applicants submitted a plan locating potential building pad 
sites. Additionally, the applicants submitted a Progress Report Geologic 
Investigation for the Topanga Canyon Landslide, dated 2123/94, prepared by the 
Geologic Investigation Section of Los Angeles County. The applicants also 
submitted a Preliminary Geologic Assessment, dated 10/11/96, prepared by 
Harley Tucker, Inc. for the proposed project site. 

As staff began its analysis of the proposed project a need for additional 
information proved necessary in order to assess the impacts of the proposed 
development. Staff requested grading calculations or plans for the proposed 
roads and pads. However, the applicants declined to provide this information 
stating that such plans had not been prepared yet. As noted above, staff 
conducted a field visit with several of the applicants to assess the proposed 
project site and consider the potential location of roads and pads on the ground. 
Staff also requested that the applicants provide any information they may have 
regarding the fire safety issue. Ms. Susan Brown provided information regarding 
the County's action on her previously proposed separate subdivision of her lot 
into three lots and the findings of the fire safety consultant that she at that time 
retained to evaluate the fire safety situation. No other information regarding fire 
safety has been provided by the applicants. 

Following is a list of the information that staff requested of the applicants that 
was not provided: 

Grading Volumes or Plans 
Fire Safety Information pertaining to the subject application 
Secondary Road Access Plans 

In addition to this information, staff also had several conversations with Fire 
Department Staff, met with Regional Planning and Fire Department staff, and 
requested that the L.A. County Fire Department review the proposed project and 
provide information on the proposed project's impacts, if any, on the risks from 
fire hazard. In a 2127/97 letter from Mr. Rein (Exhibit 9), the applicants maintain 
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that such fire hazard information and information on road access improvements 
is irrelevant and premature in the Commission's review of the proposed 
redivision. They maintain that such issues would more appropriately be 
addressed at such time as structures are proposed. The response provided by 
the Fire Department refutes this contention. (See response attached as Exhibit 
8). As discussed below, the Department concluded that serious fire safety and 
access issues are presented by this proposal to reconfigure the lot lines to 
increase the potential for residential development on the Topanga Mesa. These 
issues must be addressed prior to the approval of any redivision of the property. 

B. Permit Background. 

1. Proposed Project Site. 

The Commission has previously considered a permit application for development 
on the La Fe, Inc. parcel. Permit 4-93-151 (Betancourt/Larson) was approved for 
restoration and an erosion control program to restore the unpermitted grading 
and clearance of vegetation on a 2,925 foot long section of abandoned road, as 
well as a 700 foot long section of newly created roadway. The subject road was 
located on the sloping, eastern portion of this 37 -acre parcel. The applicants 
have, in compliance with Permit 4-93-151, restored the grade of the unpermitted 
road, to the maximum extent feasible, and revegetated the area with native 
vegetation. 

The Commission has also approved a permit for a single family residence on the 
Brown parcel [5-88-605 (Brown)]. This parcel is the northernmost lot which is 
part of the proposed project site. In addition to a home, a guest house, bam and 
tennis court were approved with 900 cubic yards of grading. This residence has 
been constructed. 

More recently, in February 1996, the County of Los Angeles Regional Planning 
Commission denied a three lot subdivision of the Brown parcel. In that action, the 
Planning Commission's sole basis for the denial was its finding that the access 
(Hillside Drive) to the project site was inadequate. Its findings for the denial state 
that: 

a. The access to the subdivision is inadequate to insure the safe evacuation 
of future residents of the proposed land division, and the deployment of fire 
equipment or other emergency equipment in an emergency condition. 



4-96-150 (Reilf, et.lll.) 
Aprl/1997 

PagelO 

b. The access to Hillside Drive is not just substandard, but difficult and 
dangerous during routine day-to-day operations. In the event of a wildland 
fire, the access to the area would become even more difficult, due to 
decreased visibility and increased traffic flow ... 

In response to the fire safety and access road concerns raised during the 
postponed Brown subdivision, the Browns retained a Fire Management 
Consultant to develop mitigation measures for the proposed three lot subdivision. 
The consultant recommended that a one-acre fire safe area be created and 
maintained; that a helispot with 8000 gallons of water be provided adjacent to 
the fire safe area, and that a specific vegetation management plan be designed 
and implemented. However, the Planning Commission found that these 
measures were not adequate to off-set the lack of adequate road access. Susan 
Brown has indicated that the Planning Commission action was appealed to the 
Board of Supervisors. 

2. Other Areas. 

Staff has reviewed permit records to determine if the Commission has previously 
considered similar projects in the Malibu/Santa Monica Mountains area. Aside 
from subdivision requests where the number of lots increased, staff could identify 
no applications that involved such a major reconfiguration of lots such as that 
proposed here. 

The only application that staff could identify which had any similarities to the 
subject application is Permit 4-93-103 (Murphy-O'Hara). The Murphy-O'Hara 
project had the opposite effect of the subject proposed project in that it reduced 
fire risk, reduced number of buildable sites, and reconfigured parcels to create 
building sites that would reduce coastal resource impacts while protecting ESHA. 
This permit was approved for a lot reduction whereby eight existing parcels 
comprising 146 acres was reconfigured into five parcels clustered around an 
existing developed access road. The project site that was the subject of this 
application extends from the north end of DeButts Terrace east to Escondido 
Canyon, a valuable environmentally sensitive habitat area. The Commission 
found that the proposed reconfiguration would provide for lots with direct road 
access, and clustered building sites, minimizing landform alteration for the 
development of future residences. Additionally, the reconfiguration resulted in 
the creation of a 94.8 acre lot, with a building site location near the road, which 
contained the environmentally sensitive riparian habitat area. The Commission 
found that the reconfiguration would allow for the protection of this ESHA area. 
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As noted above, the subject proposed project was scheduled for hearing at the 
December Commission meeting. Since that time, staff has received a substantial 
number of comment letters from neighboring property owners, homeowners 
associations in the area, the Resource Conservation District of the Santa Monica 
Mountains, and the Santa Monica Mountains Conservancy. Some of the issues 
discussed in these letters relate to the location of the public hearing to ensure 
maximum opportunity for public participation, the inadequacy of the road access 
to support the development and minimize risks from fire hazard, impacts of the 
proposed project on environmentally sensitive habitat areas, the buildability of 
the existing small lots, CEQA compliance, Environmental Review Board review, 
prior violations on the project site, and noticing requirements. A representative 
sample of these letters are included as Exhibit 5. 

C. Hazards/Landform Alteration. 

The proposed development is located in the Santa Monica Mountains, an area 
which is commonly known to be subject to an unusually high amount of natural 
hazards. Geologic hazards common to this area include fire, landslides, erosion, 
and flooding. 

Section 30253 of the Coastal Act states, in part, that new development shall: 

(1) Minimize risks to life and property in areas of high geologic, flood, and fire 
hazard. 

(2) Assure stability and structural integrity, and neither create nor contribute 
significantly to erosion, geologic instability, or destruction of the site or surrounding 
area or in any way require the construction of protective devices that would 
substantially alter natural landforms along bluffs and cliffs. 

Section 30251 of the Coastal Act states that: 

The scenic and visual qualities of coastal areas shall be considered and protected 
as a resource of public importance. Permitted development shall be sited and 
designed to protect views to and along the ocean and scenic coastal areas, to 
minimize the alteration of natural land forms, to be visually compatible with the 
character of surrounding areas, and, where feasible, to restore and enhance visual 
quality in visually degraded areas. New development in highly scenic areas such 
as those designated in the California Coastline Preservation and Recreation Plan 
prepared by the Department of Parks and Recreation and by local government 
shall be subordinate to the character of its setting. 
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In addition to Section 30253(a) which requires that development minimize risks 
to life and property from fire hazard, the Malibu/Santa Monica Mountains Land 
Use Plan (LUP) contains the following policies that pertain to geologic stability. 
The LUP policies cited below have been found to be consistent with the Coastal 
Act and therefore, may be looked to as guidance by the Commission in 
determining consistency of the proposed project with the Coastal Act. 

P147 Continue to evaluate all new development for impact on, and from, geologic 
hazard. 

P148 Continue to limit development and road grading on unstable slopes to assure 
that development does not contribute to slope failure. 

Staff requested information on the g_eologic stability of the proposed project site. 
The applicants submitted two geologic reports for the proposed project site. The 
applicants submitted a Progress Report Geologic Investigation for the Topanga 
Canyon Landslide, dated 2/23/94, prepared by the Geologic Investigation 
Section of Los Angeles County. The applicants also submitted a Preliminary 
Geologic Assessment, dated 10/11/96, prepared by Harley Tucker, Inc. for the 
proposed project site. 

The active landslide considered in the County's report is located on the western 
slope of Topanga Canyon. The slide affects the eastern portion of the 37 -acre La 
Fe, Inc. parcel as well as five small lots below it (not part of the proposed project 
site). The report notes that: "The Topanga Canyon landslide occurs on a 30 
degree southeast-facing slope between elevations of 805 feet and 1220 feet 
above mean sea level. The slide is approximately 865 feet long, 200 feet wide, 
and 90 feet thick". The report also identifies another active landslide on the west 
slope of Topanga Canyon located 1700 feet to the southwest, which reactivated 
in 1980 and 1993. 

The Harley Tucker evaluation is preliminary in nature and does not include any 
subsurface investigation. The report states that: "The scope of this preliminary 
geologic assessment is limited to evaluating and imparting geologic information 
derived from a visual site reconnaissance and an assessment of geologic data in 
our files, including geologic maps and aerial photographs. Based on his visual 
evaluation and literature search, Harley Tucker concludes that 
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The proposed locations of the future residences, located along the upper 
portion of this southerly trending spur ridge, are considered to be 
geologically stable areas. Although landslides exist in the area, they are not 
located in sufficiently close proximity to the proposed building sites where 
they can have an adverse impact on the stability of the dwellings. 

At such time as the owners would propose construction of residences on any of 
the lots that make up the proposed project site, a full geologic evaluation which 
includes subsurface investigation would be necessary to ensure geologic 
stability. However, based on the preliminary geologic assessment, future 
residences could be located in geologically stable areas. Furthermore, the 
proposed redivision would allow for reconfigured lots that would be larger in size 
and located along a ridge containing flatter areas. This would allow greater 
flexibility in siting future roads, pads and structures so that the development 
could be designed to assure geologic stability. However, as discussed below, the 
proposed redivision would not minimize risks to life and property from fire 
hazard. The provision of adequate emergency access would require massive 
landform alteration in areas where no information about the geologic stability has 
been provided. 

2. Fire Hazard/Landform Alteration. 

In addition to Section 30253(a) which requires that development minimize risks 
to life and property from fire hazard, the Malibu/Santa Monica Mountains Land 
Use Plan (LUP) contains the following policies that pertain to fire hazard and to 
grading and landform alteration. The LUP policies cited below have been found 
to be consistent with the Coastal Act and therefore, may be looked to as 
guidance by the Commission in determining consistency of the proposed project 
with the Coastal Act. 

P82 Grading shall be minimized for all new development to ensure the potential 
negative effects of runoff and erosion on these resources are minimized. 

P90 Grading plans in upland areas of the Santa Monica Mountains should minimize 
cut and fill operations in accordance with the requirements of the County Engineer. 

P91 All new development shall be designed to minimize impacts and alterations of 
physical features, such as ravines and hillsides, and processes of the site (i.e., 
geological, soils, hydrological, water percolation and runoff) to the maximum extent 
feasible. 

P125 New development shall be sited and designed to protect public views from 
LCP-designated scenic highways to and along the shoreline and to scenic coastal 
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areas, including public parklands. Where physically and economically feasible, 
development on sloped terrain should be set below road grade. 

P129 Structures should be designed and located so as to create an attractive 
appearance and harmonious relationship with the surrounding environment. 

P130 In highly scenic areas and along scenic highways, new development 
(including buildings, fences, paved areas, signs, and landscaping) shall: 

be sited and designed to protect views to and along the ocean and to and 
along other scenic features, as defined and identified in the Malibu LCP. 

minimize the alteration of natural landforms. 

be landscaped to conceal raw-cut slopes. 

be visually compatible with and subordinate to the character of its setting. 

be sited so as not to significantly intrude into the skyline as seen from public 
viewing places. 

P131 Where feasible, prohibit placement of structures that will break the ridgeline 
view, as seen from public places. 

P134 Structures shall be sited to conform to the natural topography, as feasible. 
Massive grading and reconfiguration of the site shall be discouraged. 

P135 Ensure that any alteration of the natural landscape from earthmoving activity 
blends with the existing terrain of the site and the surroundings. 

P137 Clustering of development in suitable areas shall be encouraged as a means 
to facilitate greater view protection. 

P142 New development along scenic roadways as designated in Figure 8 shall be 
set below the road grade on the down hill side wherever feasible, to protect 
designated scenic canyon and ocean views. 

P156 Continue to evaluate all new development for impact on, and from, fire 
hazard. 

P159 Continue present requirements on all new development for emergency 
vehicle access and fire-flow water supply as determined by the Forester and Fire 
Warden until such time as alternative mitigation measures providing an equivalent 
degree of safety are developed and implemented. 
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As noted above, the proposed project was scheduled for consideration for the 
December Commission meeting. Prior to that hearing, issues were raised with 
respect to fire safety. Additionally, staff received many comments from the public 
regarding the proposed project. Several comments raised the issue of fire safety, 
especially as it relates to the existing access to the proposed project site. Staff 
determined that the issue was of such importance that further review and 
investigation was warranted in order to elicit the best possible information 
available. Staff postponed the public hearing in order to have time to gather 
further information on the fire safety issue. 

In order to analyze the fire hazard situation, staff undertook an investigation into 
the proposed project site. First, staff contacted County staff, including Regional 
Planning and the Fire Department. Staff met with County staff about the fire 
hazard issue. Staff also asked for pertinent information from the applicants. This 
information gathering process lasted several months due to the complexity of the 
issue. 

Staff's inquiries to the County revealed that while the Fire Department had 
previously reviewed the proposed subdivision of the Brown parcel, it had not 
reviewed the proposed redivision. As discussed above in the Project Description 
Section, the applicants characterized the proposed development as a lot line 
adjustment in their applications to the County and the Coastal Commission. Due 
to this characterization, the County Fire Department did not have jurisdiction to 
review the proposed development. Under County processing and procedures, an 
application which is labeled a lot line adjustment does not trigger Fire 
Department review, but rather is only reviewed by the Regional Planning 
Department for an approval in concept that does not include fire safety issues or 
review. Therefore, under the County's iimited authority and rules, the County 
officials, including the Fire Department were not able to express their views 
about the proposed development with respect to fire issues. The County had no 
vehicle in front of it that would trigger Fire Department review, contrary to the 
Brown subdivision, which had full review. 

The Commission's review of this application under the Coastal Act, however, is 
broader than the scope of County review. Commission review must include all 
applicable policies of the Coastal Act which includes such issues as fire safety. 
For these reasons, until such time as the proposed project was submitted to the 
Commission, the Fire Department was unable to provide review of the proposed 
redivision. However, Commission staff consulted with the Fire Department for its 
expertise on the minimization of risks to life and property in order to evaluate the 
compliance of the proposed redivision with the policies of Chapter 3 of the 
Coastal Act. 
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Staff spoke with the staff of the Fire Department several times beginning in 
December 1996, requesting information about many issues, including their 
review of past projects, and the applicable fire code requirements for 
development. The purpose of these requests was to obtain sufficient information 
to assess whether the project could comply with Section 30253 of the Coastal 
Act. Staffs formal request for its review of the proposed redivision is included as 
Exhibit 7. The Fire Department provided information on their earlier review of the 
Brown subdivision request as well as the standards that would apply to the 
subject development. The County Fire Department's review and opinion as to 
the proposed redivision is stated clearly in its Jetter of March 19, 1997 (Exhibit 8). 

a. Previous Brown 3-Lot Subdivision Application. 

As noted above in the Background, the County of Los Angeles Regional 
Planning Commission has previously considered an application for the 
subdivision (Tentative Parcel Map No. 23547) of one of the parcels that makes 
up the proposed project site. This site, owned by David and Susan Brown 
(Brown parcel) is a 16.95-acre parcel which is the northernmost of the parcels 
that make up the subject project site. The Browns proposed to subdivide the 
parcel into three single family lots of 5.15, 5.2, and 6.6 acres in size. 

The applicants retained Scott Franklin, a fire management consultant to assess 
the wildfire threat to the proposed project and recommend mitigation measures. 
Staff spoke with Mr. Franklin and analyzed the report he prepared for the 
proposed subdivision. The Franklin report (Exhibit 9) states that: "The whole of 
the Topanga area is classed as Fire Zone 4. Specific weather conditions 
exacerbate wildfire potential". The two weather conditions that affect the subject 
area are the "Santa Ana" wind condition which results in high air temperatures 
and low humidity, and the sub-tropical high which also results in very high 
temperatures and low humidity. The report states that: "The Topanga area 
exhibits some of the heaviest wildland fuel found in Los Angeles County". One of 
the chief reasons for the heavy brush is the fact that much of Topanga has not · 
burned for many years. As noted in the Franklin report, Topanga Canyon to the 
east of the proposed project site has not burned since 1961. Greenleaf Canyon 
to the west has not burned since 1958. As such, the vegetative cover on the 
canyon slopes is dense, mature chaparral which carries a high fuel load. A 
prescribed bum was carried out on the mesa area just north of the Brown site in 
1988 which significantly reduced the fuel load of that area. 

The Franklin report addresses a secondary emergency access that the Browns 
had proposed as part of the subdivision request. This secondary access would 
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extend from the junction of Will Geer Road and Hillside Drive, westerly down into 
Greenleaf Canyon, to connect to Greenleaf Canyon Road. The road was to be 
called Oldfield Ranch Road. The report concludes that: 

Unless a sixty foot road were built into Greenleaf Canyon, and the existing 
Greenleaf Canyon Road widened, this would be an extremely dangerous 
and deadly alternative. The fuel load from the western edge of the Brown 
property into Greenleaf Cyn. equals the heaviest fuel found in Los Angeles 
County. Modeling a fire through this saddle and down into Greenleaf Cyn. 
Produces some very frightening data. Flame lengths in excess of 70 feet are 
encountered, with down wind spotting of flaming material over 1.5 miles in 
advance of the flaming front. Oldfield Ranch Rd. is a design for disaster. A 
wildfire threat from the north or south would effectively seal off this access, 
trapping victims with no safe area alternative. 

As such, Franklin recommended that in lieu of providing a secondary access, 
that the applicants create a "fire safe zone" that could be used as a staging area 
for fire strike teams and a safe area for residents during a wildfire. This fire safe 
zone would include a 1-acre parcel, cleared of all flammable vegetation, except 
for coast live oaks. A helicopter landing pad with 8,000 gallons of water would be 
provided. Additionally, Franklin recommended that 10 feet of chipped biomass be 
provided along each side of Will Geer Rd., with selective thinning along the sides 
of the road. Finally, he recommended that a 60 foot wide fuel break be created 
along the easement for Oldfield Ranch Rd. and that an annual report be 
provided to the Fire Department each year to ensure compliance with these 
provisions. All of these measures were recommended where only two additional 
lots were proposed for location on them mesa area taking access from Hillside 
Drive. 

The Fire Department reviewed the proposed Brown subdivision, including the 
proposed fire safe zone. The Department recommended denial in a memo, dated 
November 14, 1995. (Exhibit 10) The denial recommendation states that: 

The planning issues focus with the lack of access. At this time the single 
means of access has exceeded the maximum of 37 units. The proposed 
subdivision is both narrow and treacherous and would add substantially to 
life safety concerns in the immediate area. 
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The Fire Department also recommended denial from an operational standpoint. 
The memo states that: 

• The access to Hillside Drive is not just substandard, but difficult and 
dangerous during routine day-to-day operations. In the event of a 
wildland fire, the access to the area would become even more difficult, 
due to decreased visibility and increased traffic flow. 

• The proposed helispot lacks adequate water and does not meet the 
Departmenfs air operations standards. 

• The designated safe refuge area is inadequate during severe fire 
conditions. 

• The existing brush clearance of this property is marginal at best. 

The Los Angeles County Regional Planning Commission considered this 
proposed subdivision at several public hearings in 1995. In February 1996, the 
Planning Commission denied the tentative parcel map request because: "the 
proposed access route to the subdivision is inadequate and it has not been 
demonstrated that the site is physically suitable for the type and density of 
development proposed". The findings of the Planning Commission, dated March 
4, 1996, are attached as Exhibit 11. These findings address several issues 
relating to the access to be provided to the additional two parcels that, like the 
application here, the Browns proposed to take access from Hillside Drive. The 
Planning Commission found the following regarding Hillside Drive: 

Primary off-site access to this subdivision is easterly from the subdivision via 
Hillside Drive to Topanga Canyon Boulevard, a distance of approximately 
3,000 feet. Hillside Drive is a private street for approximately 500 feet 
easterly of the subject property and a dedicated street the remainder to the 
distance to Topanga Canyon Boulevard. The roadway is winding with steep 
grades up to 20% at some locations. The existing paving narrows to less 
than 15 feet in width at various locations, and has a maximum width of 
approximately 20 feet. 

Hillside Drive passes through an existing small-lot subdivision and provides 
access to 39 existing residences and approximately 340 legal parcels. An 
analysis submitted by the applicant states that the development rights on 36 
of these parcels have been retired and that topography and zoning 
limitations will render many parcels unbuildable or will require that they be 
merged with adjacent parcels to provide buildable sites. The applicant 
estimates that a maximum of 65 residences, including the existing 
residences, could be built using Hillside Drive for access. 
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With regard to the applicant's proposed improvement of Oldfield Ranch Road to 
provide secondary access to the proposed project site, the Planning Commission 
found that: 

The applicant suggests that a possible second means of access exists 
westerly from the subdivision via Oldfield Road (aka Hillside Drive) to 
Greenleaf Canyon Road (a dedicated road), a distance of approximately 
1,300 feet. Greenleaf Canyon Road connects to Topanga Canyon Road 
approximately 1 mile southerly of the subject property ... The applicant 
proposes to voluntarily grade Oldfield Road between the southerly portion of 
the property and Greenleaf Canyon Road to a minimum width of 15 feet. 
However, the road would not be paved and would require regular 
maintenance to ensure that it would remain in a usable condition. Greenleaf 
Canyon Road, the second leg of the access, route, is a narrow, paved road 
which cannot accommodate two-way traffic except by use of turnouts. 

Additionally, the Planning Commission findings include and were based upon the 
Fire Department recommendations on the subdivision that are above. Based on 
the Planning Commission's findings, it concluded: 

1. That the existing and proposed access routes to the division of land are 
inadequate to accommodate the volume of traffic generated by the uses 
they serve and have the potential for blockage that could impede the 
safe evacuation of future residents and hinder the deployment of fire 
equipment or other services under emergency conditions; and 

2. That the safety plan proposed by the applicant's consultant is not 
adequate to off-set the lack of adequate access to the division of land. 

Therefore, the Regional Planning Commission denied the subdivision of the 
Brown property based on the risk to life and property from fire hazards. The 
basis of its findings is that the existing access to the site via Hillside Drive is not 
adequate for existing development and that two additional parcels would only 
exacerbate the existing conditions. Furthermore, the Planning Commission found 
that one of the applicanfs proposals to mitigate the access deficiencies, the 
improvement of Oldfield Ranch Road into Greenleaf Canyon, would deliver 
residents or fire personnel to a narrow, restricted escape route that does not 
accommodate two-way traffic except by use of turnouts. The Brown's own 
consultant determined that evacuation by way of this proposed secondary 
access to Greenleaf Canyon would be a dangerous and deadly alternative. 
Finally, the Planning Commission found that the creation of the proposed fire 
safe zone would not be sufficient to mitigate the inadequate access to the 
proposed subdivision. 
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As noted above, due to the applicant's characterization of the proposed project 
as a lot line adjustment, under the Los Angeles County's processing and 
procedures, the Fire Department was not afforded any opportunity to review the 
subject redivision of 16 lots comprising 92-acres and provide its 
recommendations. However, in order to make a determination about the 
proposed project's conformance with the Coastal Act, the Commission needs 
information about the fire safety of the proposed project, particularly access to 
the project site. The County Fire Department staff are experts on such fire safety 
issues. Typically, applicants provide evidence that the Fire Department has 
reviewed and provided their recommendations on proposed projects. The 
Commission relies on the Fire Department's expertise as part of its analysis of 
the conformity of development proposals with Section 30253 of the Coastal Act. 
As such, staff requested that they review the proposed project and provide their 
comments, if any. Staff's letter requesting this review is attached as Exhibit 7. 
Staff requested that the Fire Department staff address the risks, or lack thereof, 
of fire on the proposed project, including whether adequate emergency access to 
the site could be provided. The Fire Department's response, a March 19, 1997 
letter from Fire Marshal Jesus Burciaga of the Fire Prevention Division, is 
attached as Exhibit 8. 

Wrth regard to the previous County action on the Brown parcel, the Fire 
Department recommendation letter states that: 

Tentative Parcel Map 23547 (The Brown's Project) was denied by the 
County of Los Angeles Regional Planning Commission . The three lot 
subdivision (Tentative Parcel Map 23547) is one of the 16 parcels included 
in this lot line adjustment proposal. The Fire Department recommended 
denial of the Parcel Map, based on inadequate access, because there are 
too many units on Hillside Drive as it currently exists. 

The recommendation letter concludes that Hillside Drive is inadequate to provide 
emergency access. The Fire Department states that: 

Hillside Drive is a single means of access, and it is less than 12 feet wide in 
several areas. In order to mitigate this adverse impact on emergency 
access, the Department would require widening Hillside to a minimum of 28 
feet paved width from Topanga Canyon Boulevard to the subject property, if 
it had the opportunity to perform discretionary review. This widening would 
allow up to 56 units to be developed on Hillside Drive. 
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The Fire Marshal concludes that: "The Fire Department could not support or 
recommend approval of any project that would add any additional buildable lots 
taking access from Hillside Drive without significant improvement of Hillside 
Drive". 

From a planning standpoint, the Fire Department expresses concern that 
because the proposed project was characterized as a lot line adjustment, that 
did not trigger Fire Department review, a comprehensive solution to impacts will 
not be possible. The Department states that: 

One of our concerns is that this "Lot Line Adjustment" will create sixteen 
new building sites which will not enable a subsequent review by County · 
Departments, such as the Fire Department. If this Lot Line Adjustment is 
permitted to proceed, the Fire Department would by (sic) prevented from 
setting requirements until the building permit stage, and only on the 
individual lots as development proceeds. This procedure will prevent the 
Fire Department from uniformly requiring an adequate water system or 
access to the area ... A comprehensive solution to adequate emergency 
service is essential and should not be replaced by ad hoc treatment of 
building permits on a lot by lot basis. 

The Fire Marshal concludes that: "The inherent risk of development in this 
remote and high danger area can only be mitigated by comprehensive and early 
solutions. Such solutions, if available at all, cannot be applied on a lot by lot 
basis". 

In response to staffs request for the applicable standards for emergency access, 
the Fire Marshal states that: 

The Fire Departments standard road width is 36 feet paved width. However, 
that being impractical from both an environmental and geological standpoint, 
we have the latitude to reduce the paved width for a main access road to 
between 26 and 28 feet in width. Driveways serving individual lots from a 
through access road would be required to be a minimum of 20 feet paved 
width. A through access road must originate or terminate from a full width 
maintained roadway, otherwise the project would remain isolated in a very 
high fire hazard area. 

Finally, the Fire Marshal concludes that: 
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The project would not be in conformance with standards for newly created 
lots. It moves lots (building sites) from street frontage, further into an 
extremely dangerous area without any form of mitigation. If permitted to 
move forward, it does nothing to minimize risks to life and property, but in 
fact puts additional life and property at risk. 

c. Analysis. 

While, as previously noted, the proposed redivision will result in lot 
reconfiguration, but no increase in the total number of lots, the effect of the 
proposed project is to "pick up" and relocate ten lots which currently have street 
frontage and move them to an area without adequate access. The proposed 
reconfiguration would result in fifteen lots being located on the mesa area where 
there are currently five existing lots. Furthermore, fifteen lots would be located in 
an area that takes access from Hillside Drive where five take access presently. 
As such, a net increase of ten potential building sites taking access from Hillside 
Drive would result. The Regional Planning Commission found in its denial of the 
Brown subdivision that the existing access to the area is inadequate to insure the 
safe evacuation of the residents of even of two additional building sites or the 
deployment of fire or other emergency equipment in an emergency. If the access 
is inadequate for two additional building sites, then it is even less adequate to 
provide access for ten more parcels. The Fire Department's recommendation 
letter regarding this project only underscores the increased danger. 

Hillside Drive is currently the only access route to the mesa area where the 
fifteen reconfigured lots would be located. No passable secondary point of 
access currently exists. In conversations with staff, Fire Department staff 
indicated that, a through road would be necessary to provide emergency access 
to the proposed project site in order to reduce risks from fire hazard. To date, the 
applicants have not identified with any certainty potential locations of secondary 
access to the site. They have, in fact, made conflicting statements about 
potential locations of a second access road. As noted in the project description 
above, the applicants indicated to staff, in a field visit to the proposed project 
site, an existing trail of approximately 1 0 feet in width which traverses the steep 
slope from the southern end of the mesa (Lot 2) to the Topanga Woods 
subdivision below. When staff expressed concern that a massive amount of 
grading and landform alteration would be necessary in order to improve this trail 
to an adequate width and grade, the applicants indicated that the access road 
across the project site could be ended in a cul-de-sac on the mesa (lot 2) to 
avoid this road improvement and its associated landform alteration. More recent 
correspondence from the applicants states that: "One of the goals of the lot line 
adjustment is to provide a sufficient economic incentive to the owners of the 
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parcels in question to warrant the development of additional means of ingress 
and egress". Staff requested that the applicants provide information on such 
additional access roads so that it could be considered by the Commission with 
respect to mitigation of potential fire safety issues. To date, no such information 
has been provided. 

As discussed above, the applicants did not provide grading plans or grading 
volumes for any improvements to Hillside Drive or for the construction of a 
through road to provide secondary access from the mesa area. In fact, in 
correspondence from Robert Rein, he stated that the standards that the Fire 
Department would apply to future development of access roads and pads are not 
relevant to the consideration of the proposed redivision project. However, the 
Commission must evaluate the proposed project for conformance with Section 
30253 of the Coastal Act. Such standards are therefore relevant. Based on the 
information provided by the Fire Department, and staffs analysis of available 
information regarding fire safety, Hillside Drive is not currently adequate to 
provide emergency access to the proposed project site. Even so, it should be 
·noted that the Fire Department standards would require only a 20 foot wide 
access road from the end of Hillside Drive (Will Geer Road) to any new 
residential development on the four existing undeveloped lots on the mesa/spur 
ridge area. Staff estimates that such an access road could be constructed with a 
moderate amount of grading. 

However, in this case, the applicants are proposing to reconfigure the proposed 
project site such that ten additional lots would be located on the mesa area. In 
order to provide adequate access, Hillside Drive must be improved and/or a 
secondary access must be provided. As such, staff has attempted to evaluate 
the potential of the applicants either improving Hillside Drive to an adequate 
standard or providing a through road from the proposed project site. Due to the 
applicant's lack of submitting information about such improvements, staffs 
analysis is somewhat rough, based on estimates obtained by review of available 
information. Staffs review is based on a field visit to the proposed project site, 
the topographic map provided by the applicant, the U.S. Geological Survey 
(U.S.G.S.) map of the area, slope maps prepared by the U.S.G.S. in conjunction 
with the L.A. County Engineer, and records on past road grading projects 
approved by the Commission. Three alternatives are analyzed below. 

First, staff looked at the possibility of widening Hillside Drive. The Regional 
Planning Commission and the Fire Department have previously found that 
Hillside Drive is not adequate to provide access to the building sites which 
currently exist. Hillside Drive is a very steep, narrow, winding road which 
traverses extremely steep slopes up the west slope of Topanga Canyon. This 
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road is paved and extends from Topanga Canyon Road to Will Geer Road and 
to the proposed project site. Hillside Drive has a maximum width of 20 feet, but is 
as narrow as 12 feet in several areas. The areas where the road is narrowest are 
located on cuNes, which restricts the ability of cars traveling in opposite 
directions to pass each other without widening. It would be impossible for cars to 
pass Fire vehicles in these narrow areas and it would be extremely difficult for 
fire vehicles to traverse the roads, particularly with other vehicles using it. 
Neighboring property owners have indicated that Hillside Drive is very difficult for 
trucks to traverse and that trucks have become stuck on curves in the road. As 
noted above, the recommendation of the Fire Department would be that Hillside 
Drive be widened to a minimum of 28 feet in width in order to minimize risks from 
fire hazard on the proposed project. 

Staffs review has revealed that such widening would be very difficult. The slopes 
in this area are very steep, ranging from 50% slopes (2:1) to 100% slopes (1:1). 
The most narrow portions of the existing road are those where widening would 
be the most problematic. In these areas, the road is cut into near vertical slopes. 
Major landform alteration would be necessary to construct such additional road 
width, raising issue with Section 30251 of the Coastal Act. Additionally, there are 
existing homes along Hillside Drive which are located very near the roadway. As 
such, road widening would require the removal or relocation of structures. 
Further, there are oak woodland areas that have been designated as 
environmentally sensitive habitat areas which are near Hillside Drive. Grading of 
slopes to support a widened roadway would impact these ESHA areas. 

Staff also reviewed potential through roads that could be constructed to provide 
secondary emergency access in order to minimize risks from fire hazard. It 
appears that the provision of such an access road would be very difficult, given 
the topography of the proposed project site and the surrounding area. The 
northern area of the project site is located on the "Topanga Mesa", a flat topped 
feature which has very steep slopes descending to the canyons below. This 
mesa narrows to the south, across the proposed project site, becoming what the 
project geologist has characterized as a "spur ridge". This ridge constitutes the 
divide between Greenleaf Canyon and Topanga Canyon. The proposed project 
site includes steeply sloping areas, both along the eastern boundary, descending 
toward Topanga Canyon, and along the southern edge, where the project site 
descends into the Topanga Woods small lot subdivision below. Exhibit 2 depicts 
these topographic features. 

Staff first reviewed the potential of providing a secondary access along the 
existing dirt trail that extends from the proposed Lot 2 to the Topanga Woods 
subdivision below. This area includes very steep slopes of 50% (2:1) to 100% 
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(1:1) and steeper. Near the bottom of the trail there is a near vertical cliff. In 
order for this trail to provide adequate access to the proposed project site, 
significant widening would be necessary. Significant improvement would be 
necessary to reduce the grade to an adequate standard. Additionally, the turning 
radius of each switchback would have to be significantly increased to provide 
adequate access. 

All of these improvements would require massive alteration of the existing 
landforms. The existing 1 0-foot wide trail is at least 1,000 feet long from the 
proposed Lot 2 to the subdivision below. There is a minor drainage adjacent to 
the trail which would have to be filled. Staff would estimate that cut and fill slopes 
up to 1 00 feet in length from top to bottom would have to be constructed to 
support the road bed. Retaining or crib walls could be incorporated into the road 
construction to reduce the cut and fill slopes. However, staff estimates that such 
retaining walls would have to be of a significant height and would present 
significant adverse visual resource impacts. Further, it does not appear that the 
applicants own all of the property that would have to be improved to provide this 
road access, which could restrict its potential of being built if easements could 
not be obtained. Finally, based on the above noted factors, and the 
Commission's past experience with similar road grading projects proposed for 
similar topography, staff estimates that in excess of 100,000 cu. yds. of grading 
would be necessary to construct a secondary access road in this location. 

In Permit 4-95-115 (Lauber, et. al.), the Commission considered a seven lot 
subdivision which included 69,150 cu. yds. of grading to construct a 42-foot 
wide, 1,150 foot long access road across the project site and 10,800 cu. yds. of 
grading to provide a 20-foot wide emergency access road to provide for 
emergency access out of the Ramirez Canyon area. The Lauber project site is 
far less steep than the proposed project site with slopes varying from 20% (5:1) 
to 50% (2:1). The road considered there has only one large sweeping curve in 
the main road, and two switchbacks for the emergency access portion. The 
maximum grade of the road was not to exceed 15%. 

The Commission has also considered Permit 5-91-436 (AndenNMS Rancho 
Malibu Venture) for a large (55-lot) subdivision project. While this project was 
much larger in scale than the proposed redivision project, the entry road 
approved for the project is comparable. The findings for this permit state that: 

For the first 1,600 feet (from the entrance to the crest of the ridge) the 
grading plan indicates that approximately 521,000 cu. yds. of grading or 
49% of the total grading is necessary. This portion of the road will cut 
approximately 50 vertical feet from the existing elevation, require the 
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construction of a 1 0 foot high crib wall, a 300 to 400 foot long bridge over a 
drainage course and approximately 40 feet of fill for the upper slope leading 
to the crest of the ridge. 

The width of the entry road is 40 feet. While this may be somewhat wider that the 
width necessary to provide adequate access to the proposed project site, the 
slopes in the Anden project are less steep (15% to 50%). 

As noted above, the applicant has not provided grading plans for the 
improvement of any secondary access road, including one that would follow the 
existing dirt trail at the southern end of the proposed project site. However, 
based on the steepness of the terrain, and past Commission experience with 
similar road grading projects, staff estimates that such an access road would 
require at least 100,000 cu. yds. of grading. Staff believes this estimate to be a 
conservative one. It appears that the total grading volume required may be much 
higher. 

In addition to improving the existing dirt trail, staff also considered the potential 
for the applicants to provide a secondary access on the east side of the 
proposed project site, to Topanga Canyon Boulevard. The slopes descending 
into Topanga Canyon are very steep. Staff would estimate that 100,000 cu. yds. 
of grading would be necessary to create an access road down the east side of 
the proposed project site, if not more. Additionally, as discussed above, there is 
a large, active landslide on the eastern portion of the 37 -acre La Fe, Inc. parcel. 
There is also an identified landslide on the same slope face, 1700 feet to the 
south. As such, there may be an increased likelihood that there are additional 
areas of geologic instability along these slopes. 

Finally, staff analyzed the potential of the applicants constructing a secondary 
access from the western portion of the proposed project site, into Greenleaf 
Canyon below. As noted above, the Browns proposed to improve a secondary 
access (Oldfield Ranch Road) into Greenleaf Canyon from their property as part 
of their subdivision application. Further, when staff conducted a field visit to the 
proposed project site, the applicants indicated overgrown dirt trails that exist 
down the slopes on the west side of the property. 

As on the other sides, the slopes into Greenleaf Canyon are extremely steep, 
varying from 50% (2:1) to 100% (1:1). A road constructed straight down the 
slope would be approximately 1,000 feet long. However, an access road would 
have to incorporate switchbacks in order to achieve an adequate grade. This 
would likely lengthen the road by 1 Y2 to 2 times. Given the steep slopes and 
road length, staff would estimate that a secondary access constructed to 
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Greenleaf Canyon would require at least 100,000 cu. yds. of grading, and 
potentially much more. Further, any road descending the slope into Greenleaf 
Canyon would have to include a bridge across the stream in order to connect to 
Greenleaf Canyon Road. Finally, as noted above, the Brown's fire management 
consultant, Scott Franklin, found the construction of a secondary access into 
Greenleaf Canyon a dangerous alternative. This is because Greenleaf Canyon 
Road, only one lane wide in parts, is also inadequate to provide emergency 
access. He found that the construction of anything less than a sixty foot wide 
road down the slope and the widening of Greenleaf Canyon is "a design for 
disaster". 

d. Visual Impacts. 

In determining consistency of the proposed project with the visual resource 
protection provisions of Section 30251 of the Coastal Act, it is necessary to 
compare the visual aspects of the proposed project with the specific language of 
the section as well as to look to the policies of the Malibu/Santa Monica 
Mountains LUP for guidance. As noted above, Section 30251 requires the 
protection of the scenic and visual qualities of coastal areas. It specifically 
requires that permitted development minimize the alteration of natural landforms 
and that it be visually compatible with the character of surrounding areas. The 
LUP policies noted above require that grading and landform alteration be 
minimized, both to minimize the visual impacts of altering natural landforms and 
to minimize the potential impacts of increased runoff and erosion from grading 
natural sites and removing native vegetation. 

The proposed project site, particularly the southern portion, is located on a 
prominent ridgeline. Portions ofT opanga State Park are located to the southeast 
of the proposed project site. The applicant submitted a plan showing potential 
building pad locations, whereby the pads would be located on the flatter portion 
of each lot in close proximity to existing dirt roads. Staff's visit to the site 
confirmed that the proposed building pad locations are the flatter areas of the 
sites and that there are several existing dirt roads across the proposed project 
site. It appeared to staff that a driveway and home could be provided on each of 
the proposed sites which could minimize landform alteration, with respect to the 
pads alone. However, the existing access to the site is inadequate for 
emergency access. 

The Commission finds that the grading necessary to either improve Hillside 
Drive, or to provide a secondary access route, as described above, would result 
in massive landform alteration and consequently have significant adverse 
impacts on visual resources. While location of building pads on the proposed 
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reconfigured lots could, in staff's opinion, be accomplished consistent with 
Section 30251 of the Coastal Act, access improvements would be necessary in 
order to ensure that the proposed project would minimize risks from fire hazard. 
In any of the road alternatives analyzed above, such improvements would result 
in large manufactured slopes or retaining walls on high, steep slopes which are 
visible from great distances. If such road improvements were made on the 
southern or eastern portions of the proposed project site, they would have 
additional significant adverse visual impacts on Topanga State Park. As such, 
the proposed development will not minimize landform alteration or be visually 
compatible with the character of the surrounding area as required by Section 
30251 of the Coastal Act and is therefore inconsistent with this Section. 

e. Conclusion. 

In conclusion, the Commission finds that proposed redivision project is 
inconsistent with Section 30253 of the Coastal Act. The Los Angeles County 
Regional Planning Commission denied the Brown subdivision because: " ... the 
existing and proposed access routes to the division of land are inadequate to 
accommodate the volume of traffic generated by the uses they serve and have 
the potential for blockage that could impede the safe evacuation of future 
residents and hinder the deployment of fire equipment or other services under 
emergency conditions". The Brown subdivision would have added two additional 
parcels to the mesa/ridge area. 

The proposed redivision, while it would not result in an increase in the total 
number of lots, would have the effect of "picking up" ten lots from the Topanga 
Woods small lot subdivision where they do have street frontage, and relocating 
them in the mesa/ridge area where the only access will be Hillside Drive. The 
Commission finds that the proposed project's effect of adding ten lots to the area 
would present a greater risk to life and property from fire hazard. The Los 
Angeles County Fire Department reviewed the subject project at the request of 
the Commission. The Fire Marshal reviewing the proposed redivision concluded 
that: "The Fire Department could not support or recommend approval of any 
project that would add any additional buildable lots taking access from Hillside 
Drive without significant improvement of Hillside Drive". 

The Commission finds that, based on the information discussed in the previous 
section, the improvement of Hillside Drive, the sole access to the proposed 
project site, or the provision of a secondary access road would be extremely 
difficult at best. While there are relatively flat areas on the top of the mesa and 
spur ridge areas of the proposed project site, they are surrounded on all sides by 
very steep, high slopes. In effect, the flat portions of the proposed project site 
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are isolated from the surrounding area and emergency services necessary to 
protect life and property by the intervening terrain and by the lack of adequate 
access. Staff's estimates of the height of cut and fill slopes or retaining walls 
necessary to support the necessary roadways indicate that large, manufactured 
slopes would result. Staff estimates that at least 100,000 cu. yds. of grading 
would be necessary to provide a secondary access road leading from the 
mesa/ridge area to existing roads below. The Commission finds that such 
grading and the construction of large manufactured slopes would not minimize 
landform alteration and would have significant adverse impacts on visual 
resources. Therefore, the Commission finds that the proposed project is not 
consistent with Sections 30253 or 30251 of the Coastal Act or the applicable 
policies of the Malibu/Santa Monica Mountains Land Use Plan. 

The Commission would note that the principal concern with the proposed project 
is that risks to the reconfigured lots from fire and other hazards are minimized to 
the greatest extent feasible. As discussed above, the subject proposed redivision 
would not provide for adequate emergency access to the majority of the 
reconfigured lots. As such, risks from the hazard of fire would not be minimized. 
However, the Commission is not opposed to every potential reconfiguration of 
the subject parcels. The Commission would certainly consider alternative 
reconfigurations that would include lots better placed for emergency access. The 
Commission's denial here does not indicate that the Commission would oppose 
all redivision proposals for the project site. 

D. New Development/ Cumulative Impacts 

Section 30250 (a) of the Coastal Act provides that new development be located 
within or near existing developed areas able to accommodate it, with adequate 
public services, where it will not have significant adverse effects, either 
individually or cumulatively, on coastal resources: 

New residential, commercial, or industrial development, except as otherwise 
provided in this division, shall be located within, contiguous with, or in close 
proximity to, existing developed areas able to accommodate it or, where such 
areas are not able to accommodate it, in other areas with adequate public services 
and where it will not have significant adverse effects, either individually or 
cumulatively, on coastal resources. In addition, land divisions, other than leases 
for agricultural uses, outside existing developed areas shall be permitted only 
where 50 percent of the usable parcels in the area have been developed and the 
created parcels would be no smaller than the average size of surrounding parcels. 

Section 30105.5 of the Coastal Act defines the term "cumulatively", as it is 
applied in Section 30250(a) to mean that: 
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... the incremental effects of an individual project shall be reviewed in conjunction 
with the effects of past projects, the effects of other current projects, and the 
effects of probable future projects. 

In addition, the certified Malibu/Santa Monica Mountains Land Use Plan (LUP) 
contains the following policies regarding land divisions and new development 
which are applicable to the proposed development. The LUP policies cited 
below have been found to be consistent with the Coastal Act and therefore, may 
be looked to as guidance by the Commission in determining consistency of the 
proposed project with the Coastal Act. Policy 271 states, in part, that: 

New development in the Malibu Coastal Zone shall be guided by the Land Use 
Plan Map and all pertinent overlay categories... The land use plan map presents a 
base land use designation for all properties ... Residential density shall be based on 
an average for the project; density standards and other requirements of the plan 
shall not apply to lot line adjustments. 

Policy 273( d) provides that: 

In all other instances, land divisions shall be permitted consistent with the density 
designated by the Land Use Plan Map only if all parcels to be created contain 
sufficient area to site a dwelling or other principal structure consistent with the LCP. 
All land divisions shall be considered to be a conditional use. 

The Coastal Act requires that new development, including land divisions, be 
permitted within, contiguous, or in close proximity to existing developed areas, or 
if outside such areas, only where public services are adequate and only where 
public access and coastal resources will not be cumulatively affected by such 
development. In past permit actions, the Commission has found that for Malibu 
and the Santa Monica Mountains, the coastal terrace area represents the 
existing developed area. The Commission has repeatedly emphasized, in past 
permit decisions, the need to address the cumulative impacts of new 
development in the Malibu/Santa Monica Mountains coastal zone. The 
Commission has reviewed land division applications to ensure that newly created 
or reconfigured parcels are of sufficient size, have access to roads and other 
utilities, are geologically stable and contain an appropriate potential building pad 
area where future structures can be developed consistent with the resource 
protection policies of the Coastal Act. In particular, the Commission has ensured 
that Mure development on new or reconfigured lots can minimize landform 
alteration and other visual impacts, and impacts to environmentally sensitive 
habitat areas. 
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As noted in the project description, the proposed project involves the redivision 
of 16 existing lots into 16 reconfigured lots. As such, no increase in the total 
number of lots would result from the proposed redivision. In other words, the 
overall density of the proposed project site would not increase. Therefore, the 
density standards required under Policy 271 and 273(d) of the LUP are not at 
issue in this case. 

Although the certified LUP provides standards for density and intensity of 
development, the Commission must also review land divisions for consistency 
with the Coastal Act. In this case, the proposed project site is located outside the 
developed coastal terrace area, so the criteria provided in Section 30250(a) 
which require development outside existing developed areas to be located in 
areas with adequate public services and where it will not affect coastal resources 
are applicable. This section also provides that land divisions shall be permitted 
when 50 percent of the usable parcels in the area have been developed, and the 
created parcels would be no smaller than the average size of the surrounding 
parcels. These requirements are to ensure that development is located in close 
proximity to existing development in areas that have adequate public services. In 
other words, this policy is to prevent the "leap-frogging" of new development into 
undeveloped areas, thereby preventing the potentially significant adverse 
impacts of such development on coastal resources. 

The proposed project site is located outside of the coastal terrace area that the 
Commission has previously found constitutes the existing developed area for the 
Malibu/Santa Monica Mountains. As such, the provisions of 30250(a) apply. Staff 
has determined that the proposed redivision is consistent with the average lot 
size and 50% development of useab{e parcels criteria of Section 30250(a) of the 
Coastal Act. However, the proposed project must also be located in an area with 
adequate public services and where it will not have significant adverse effects on 
coastal resources. The proposed project site would be located in an area which 
does not have adequate public services. 

The proposed project site is located on a mesa area isolated from the 
surrounding area by very steeply sloping hillsides. Only one extremely narrow, 
winding access road, Hillside Drive, provides vehicular access to the proposed 
project site. As discussed above, this access has been found by the L.A. County 
Regional Planning Commission and the Fire Department to be inadequate to 
provide emergency access to existing development. 

While the proposed redivision will result in lot reconfiguration, but no increase in 
the total number of lots, the effect of the proposed project is to "pick up" ten lots 
which currently have better potential street frontage and move them to an area 
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without adequate access. The proposed reconfiguration would result in fifteen 
lots being located on the mesa/ridge area where there are currently five existing 
lots. Furthermore, frfteen lots would be located in an area that takes access from 
Hillside Drive where five take access presently. As such, a net increase of ten 
potential building sites taking access from Hillside Drive would result. As 
previously discussed, the Fire Department and Planning Commission determined 
in the denial of the Brown 3-lot subdivision request that Hillside Drive is 
inadequate to accommodate the additional traffic generated by two additional 
lots and could impede the safe evacuation of future residents and hinder the 
deployment of fire equipment or other services under emergency conditions. If 
the access is inadequate for two additional building sites, then it would be even 
less adequate to provide access for ten more parcels. Furthermore, the Fire 
Department has concluded, with regard to the proposed redivision, that: "If 
permitted to move forward, it does nothing to minimize the risk to life and 
property, but in fact puts additional life and property at risk". Based on these 
conclusions and its own analysis, the Commission finds that no adequate 
emergency access exists to this area. Emergency access is a critical public 
service in that it serves to minimize risks to life and property from fire hazard. 
Therefore, the Commission cannot find that the proposed development would be 
located in a area with adequate public services. 

Furthermore, as discussed in greater detail above, the improvement of Hillside 
Drive and/or the provision of a secondary access road would require massive 
landform alteration, which would have significant adverse impacts on visual 
resources and lead to increased erosion, runoff, and sedimentation, impacting 
off-site environmentally sensitive habitat areas. Therefore, the Commission finds 
that the proposed redivision is not consistent with the public services or coastal 
resources provisions of Section 30251 (a) of the Coastal Act. 

E. Environmentally Sensitive Habitat Areas. 

Section 30240 of the Coastal Act states that: 

(a) Environmentally sensitive habitat areas shall be protected against any 
significant disruption of habitat values, and only uses dependent on such resources 
shall be allowed within such areas. 

{b) Development in areas adjacent to environmentally sensitive habitat areas and 
parks and recreation areas shall be sited and designed to prevent impacts which 
would significantly degrade such areas, and shall be compatible with the 
continuance of such habitat areas. 
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The proposed project site is located on a ridge between Greenleaf and Topanga 
Canyons. There are no environmentally sensitive habitat areas on the project 
site. However, both Topanga Creek and Greenleaf Creek are designated as 
ESHA's in the LUP. Additionally, there are areas at the bottom of each canyon 
that are designated as disturbed oak woodlands. Finally, there is a designated 
oak woodland located north of the proposed project site. Excessive grading or 
vegetation removal on the proposed project site could directly impact these 
ESHA's by contributing to increased runoff or sedimentation. 

As noted above, the existing access to the proposed project is not adequate and 
the proposed project would not minimize risks to life and property from fire 
hazard without significant access improvements. Given the steep topography 
that surrounds the proposed project site, significant landform alteration would be 
necessary to construct access improvements. The massive cut and fill slopes 
required to support a secondary access road either to Greenleaf Canyon Road 
or Topanga Canyon Boulevard and the impervious roadway surfaces would 
significantly increase runoff and increase erosion. This increase in runoff and 
erosion would result in sedimentation and degradation of Greenleaf and 
Topanga Creeks which are designated ESHA's. Increases in runoff and erosion 
can result in the following adverse impacts: 

1. Eroded soils contains nitrogen, phosphorus, and other nutrients. When 
carried into water bodies, these nutrients trigger algal blooms that reduce 
water clarity and deplete oxygen which lead to fish kills, and create odors. 

2. Erosion of streambanks and adjacent areas destroys streamside vegetation 
that provides aquatic and wildlife habitats. 

3. Excessive deposition of sediments in streams blankets the bottom fauna, 
"paves" stream bottoms, and destroys fish spawning areas. 

4. Turbidity from sediment reduces in-stream photosynthesis, which leads to 
reduced food supply and habitat. 

5. Suspended sediment abrades and coats aquatic organisms. 
6. Removal of the small and less dense constituents of topsoil. These 

constituents, clay and fine silt particles and organic material, hold nutrients 
that plants require. Thus, reestablishment of vegetation is difficult and the 
eroded soils produces less growth. 

7. Introduction of pollution, sediments and turbidity into marine waters and the 
nearshore bottom has similar effects to the above on marine life. Pollutants in 
offshore waters, especially heavy metals, are taken up into the food chain 
and concentrated (bioaccumulation) to the point where they are harmful to 
humans, as well as lead to the decline of marine species. 
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The Commission finds that the proposed redivision will not protect against 
significant disruption of the habitat values of these areas and would significantly 
degrade these ESHA's. Therefore, the Commission finds that the proposed 
project is not consistent with Section 30240 of the Coastal Act. 

F. Septic Systems. 

Section 30231 of the Coastal Act states that: 

The biological productivity and the quality of coastal waters, streams, wetlands, 
estuaries, and lakes appropriate to maintain optimum populations of marine 
organisms and for the protection of human health shall be maintained and, where 
feasible, restored through, among other means, minimizing adverse effects of 
waste water discharges and entrainment, controlling runoff, preventing depletion of 
ground water supplies and substantial interference with surface water flow, 
encouraging waste water reclamation, maintaining natural vegetation buffer areas 
that protect riparian habitats, minimizing alteration of natural streams. 

The Commission recognizes that the potential build·out of lots in Malibu, and the 
resultant installation of septic systems, may contribute to adverse health effects 
and geologic hazards in the local area. As noted above, the applicants have 
submitted a Preliminary Geologic Assessment, dated 10/11/96, prepared by 
Harley Tucker, Inc. for the proposed project site. This report states that: 

... on-site effluent disposal system are feasible in conjunction with single
family dwelling construction. 

The applicants do not, at this time, propose any construction of structures or 
septic systems. At such time as coastal development permit applications would 
be reviewed for development of the reconfigured lots, a full geologic evaluation 
which includes percolation testing would be necessary to ensure adequate 
percolation exists to accommodate effluent disposal for future residences. 
However, based on the preliminary geologic assessment, future residences 
could be located such that adequate septic systems could be provided. The 
Commission finds that based on the geologisfs conclusions and staff's analysis, 
the proposed redivision would be consistent with Section 30231 of the Coastal 
Act. 

G. Local Coastal Program 

Section 30604 of the Coastal Act states that: 
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(a) Prior to certification of the local coastal program, a coastal development permit 
shall be issued if the issuing agency, or the commission on appeal, finds that the 
proposed development is in conformity with Chapter 3 (commencing with Section 
30200) and that the permitted development will not prejudice the ability of the local 
government to prepare a local coastal program that is in conformity with Chapter 3 
(commencing with Section 30200). 

Section 30604(a) of the Coastal Act provides that the Commission shall issue a 
coastal permit only if the project will not prejudice the ability of the local 
government having jurisdiction to prepare a Local Coastal Program which 
conforms with Chapter 3 policies of the Coastal Act. On December 11, 1986, the 
Commission certified the Land Use Plan portion of Los Angeles County's 
Malibu/Santa Monica Mountains LCP. The certified LUP contains policies to 
guide the types, locations and intensity of future development in the 
unincorporated areas of the Santa Monica Mountains. Among these policies are 
those specified in the preceding sections regarding cumulative impacts, hazards, 
and landform alteration. As discussed above, the proposed development will not 
minimize risks associated with fire hazard and is found to be inconsistent with 
the applicable policies contained in Chapter 3 of the Coastal Act, including 
Section 30251 and 30253 and the grading and hazard policies of the certified 
LUP. As such, the Commission finds that approval of the proposed development 
would prejudice the ability of the County of Los Angeles to prepare a certifiable 
Local Coastal Program that is consistent with all the policies of Chapter 3 of the 
Coastal Act. 
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· STAT£ OF CAliFORNIA-THE RESOURCES AGENCY 

, CALIFORNIA COASTAL COMMISSION 
SOUTH CENTRAl COAST AREA 
89 SOUTH CALIFORNIA ST., SUITE 200 
VENTUtiA, CA 93001 
(805) 6Al.0142 

February 14, 1997 

1esus Burciag' Assistant Fire Chief 
Los Angeles County Fire Department 
5823 Rictcenbacker Ave. 
Commerce, CA 90040-3027 

PeTE WILSON, c;o_,_. 

Subject: Lot Line Adjustment involving 161ots proposed at 1291 Will Geer Road, Topanga 

Dear Mr. Burciaga: 

I am writing to formally request that your department review the subject project for conformance with 
the standards of the F'n Department, particularly the provision of emerpncy access. This letter will 
foDow up on our earlier verbal request. "Our office has been in communication with Captain Steve 
Borgogno of your staff with regard to this proposed project since December 1996. 

In order to fully explain our request, it is necessary to relate some of the history of the proposed project 
site. The site is comprised of sixteen existing lots which are owned by five different owners. The owners 
have proposed to ptodifY all of the lots, which would result in 16 reconfigured lots. The Owners have 
characterized the proposed project as a "lot line adjustment". The owners were granted an" Approval
in-Concept" for the proposed lot line adjustment by L.A County Regional PJamUns in August 1996. As 
we understand i~ such approval is a ministerial action which does not require review by other County 
departments, such as the F'n Department. The applicants applied to our oftice for a coastal 
development permit shortly thereafter. The application was originally scheduled for bearing before the 
Coastal Commission at their December 1996 meeting. 

However, it was brought to the attention of staff that there were issues concemins fire safety in the 
area, especially the provision of emergency access to the proposed project site. The application wu 
postponed in order to evaluate the emergency access issue. Since that time we have learned that the 
Regional Planning Commission previously denied a three lot subdivision (Tentative Parcel Map 23547) 
on one of the sixteen parcels included in the lot line adjustment proposal. In denying that subdivision, 
the Planning Commission found that the proposed access route to the subdivision is inadequate and that 
it had not been demonstrated that the site was physically suited for the type and density of development 
that was proposed. In your review of that proposed project, the F'n Department recommended denial 
of the subdivision because the access to the subdivision is inadequate to insure the safe evacuation of 
future residents and the deployment of fire or other emergency equipment in an emergency. 

Exhibit 7 
Application 4-96-150 
Staff's Request for 
Fire Department 
Review 



As you may be aware, the Coastal Commission evaluates and acts on development proposals in order to 
ensure that new development is consistent with the policies of Chapter 3 of the Coastal Act. One of 
these policies is Section 30253 which addresses the protection of life and property from hazards. 
Section 30253 states, in part, that: 

New development shall: 

(J) Minimize risks to life and property in areas of high geologic, f/OOti. and fire hazard 

Our inquiry to the Los Angeles County Fire Department is made so that the Commission can have 
adequate information to determine if the proposed project is consistent with Section 30253 of the 
Coastal Act. To the extent that your comments can address the risks, or lack thereof, of fire on the 
proposed project, including whether, in your opinion, adequate emergency access to the site could be 
provided, the comments will be the most helpful. While the applicants have not provided definitive plans 
for access roads nor grading plans, their intention is to provide access to a majority of the reconfigured 
parcels via Hillside Drive. We would also appreciate your opinion on the Fire Department standards 
that, in your opinion would apply to c:levelopment of access mads and pads. 

Thank you in advance for your attention to this matter. The Commission must act on this proposed 
project by no later than the April 1997 hearing in order to meet a statutory deadline. As such, we need 
to know your comments, if any, by the middle ofMarch 1997 in order to best be able to incorporate 
such comments into our staff recommendation. If you or your staff' have any questions or need 
additional information, please feel ftee to call me or Barbara Carey in our Ventura Office. 

cc: Robert Rein 
ItmHartl 

Very Truly Yours, 

4 ":J_J,. __ .. -
GaryTimm 
District Manager 



March 19, 1997 

Coastal Commission 
89 South california Street 
Veatura. CA 93001 

Dear Commissioners: 

COUNTY OF LOS ANGELES 
fiRE DEPARTMENT 

(213) 890-4144 

SUBJECT: LOT LINE ADJUSTMENT INVOLVING 16 LOTS PROPOSED AT 1291 W11L 
OBBR. RD •• TOPANGA. 

This letter is in respo!J!JC to your 1euer dated February 28. lW/, Tentative Pamel Map 23S47 (1be 
Bmwn"s Project) was deDied by the Cotmty ofl.os ADgeJ.es Regional PlannJna CoiOmission. The thme 
lot subdivision (l'entatlve Pan:el Map 23547) is one of 16 pattels incJ.uded in this lot line adjush•w.t 
proposal. 

The F'ue Department recomJDeDded c1eDial of the Parcel Map, baled on inadequate access, because 
tbere IUO too IDIIDY units on Hi11side Drive as It cun:endy exists. Hillside Drive is a sfD&le mca:ns of 
ac:ccoa, and it ia less tbaa 12 feet wide iD several areas. Jn order to mitiple tbis adverse impact 011 
ametpDCy access, the Department would require wideniDg Hillside to a minimum of 28 feet paved 
wid1h from Topanga CanyoD. Boulevard 10 tbe subject propeny., If it had 1be opportunity to pedb!m 
diacledoDary miew. nus wic:JedDg would allow up to S6 units to be developed on Hillside Drive. 

The File Dopanment could not support or JeCOilUllelld approval of any project tbat would add any 
additioaaJ buildable lo1s taking access from Hil1sido Drive without sipificaot improYement of Hillstdc 
Drive. 

One of our CODCel'DS is tbat this "Lot Liue .Adjustment" win create slxteea new buiJcfing sites whidl 
will DOt enable a subsequent. rmew by County IlepartmeD1s. such as tho Fu:e DepartlneDL 

If this Lot Line Adjustment is penaiued to proceed. tho Fire Depelmeut would by p~ from 
seaiD& requinments until dte building permit stage, ancl OD1y on the iDdividuallots as development 
proc:eeds. This procedure would preveut the P"ms Department from UJlifotJnly tequiring an~ 
water sysrem or access to the area. Tile project would not be In CODformanc:e with staDdalds for DeWly 
cnratcd Jots. It moves lots (building sires) from $f1'Cet f.romap., fonher iJito an ext:m:nely dangerous 
Dl without iny form of mitipdon. If~ to Jl'lOVe forwald. It does notblag 10 minimize r1sts 
to life and pmpetty .. but in fact putS addidonallife and p11)pCity at risk. 

AaiQUIIIA M&La 
M'I'UaA 
~ 
IIIIUWoiiN PW 
-.L 
~ 

---·--~ 
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A comprehensive solution to adequate emergency service is essential and should not be replaced by 
ad hoc treatment of building permits on a lot by lot basis. The inherent risk of development in this 
remote and hi&h danger area can only be mitigated by comprehensive and early solutions. Such 
solutions. if available at all, cannot be applied on a lot by lot basis. 

The Fire DepartmentS standard road width is 36 feet paved widtb. However 7 that ~ing impractical 
from both an environmemal and geological standpoint. we have the latitude to reduce the paved width 
for a main acc:ess road to between 26 and 28 feet in width. Driveways serving individual lots from 
a through access road would be required to be a Jnlnimum of 20 feet paved width. A through access 
road must originate or tenniDate from a full width maintained roadway, otherwise the project would 
remain isolated in a very high fire hazard area. 

Should you have any questions, please feel free to contact me at (213) 89041~. 

Sincerely yours, 

c=:e~~ 
f1RE PREVBNTION DMSION 

JB:fm 

c: Ms. Ginny Kruger, Deputy, Third District 
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SAPHIER, REIN S WALDEN 
10000 SANTA MONICA BOULEVARD 

SUITE 312 

LOS ANCELES, CALIFORNIA 90067 
(310) 556-0100 

TELECOI"I£111 
13101 ........ .. 

February 27, 1997 ~~©~\ffii) 

Mr. Gary Timm 
District Manager 
California Coastal Commission 
South Central Coast Area 
89 South California st., Suite 200 
Ventura, CA 93001 

M~R 0 31997 

Re: Lot Line Adjustment Involvinq 16 Lots 

Dear Mr. Timm: 

on February· ~4, 1997·, :t; rec~ived a copy of your letter 
dated February 14, 1997·to· Jesus Burciaqa, Assistant Fire. Chief. 
I believe that the. information requested from Mr. Burciaqa is 
irrelevant for purpose's of the Commisslon' s approval of applicant's 
lot line adjustment. Furthermore, even if it were relevant, the 
information requested of .Mr. Burciaga will not assist the 
Commission in evaluating the lot line adjustment. 

In providinq Mr. Burciaga information concerning the lot 
line adjustment, you correctly point out that the lot line 
adjustment was approved by the Los Angeles County Department of 
Regional Planning. You further correctly point out that this 
approval was given without the requirement of a review of the lot 
line adjustment by various county departments, such as the Fire 
Department. This is because the leqislature, by statute, has 
determined that this type of information is not necessary in order 
for a lot line adjustment to be approved. The reason for this is 
that a lot line adjustment is not a division of land since it does 
not add lots to the property in question; it merely moves the 
boundary lines between the lots in question. 

Your reference to the denial of a three lot subdivision 
by the Regional Planning Commission is irrelevant. The subdivision 
in question would have added two additional lots to the area. The 
proposed lot line adjustment does not add any additional lots. It 
merely reconfiqures the boundary lines between existing lots. In 

Exhibit9 
Apptication 4-96-150 
Applicant's Letter 
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other words, prior to the lot line adjustment there exists 16 legal 
lots. After the lot line adjustment, there remains 16 legal lots. 
This does not create an additional burden on the area. 

It is undisputed that there is a risk of fire in many 
areas of Topanga, including the property in question. Your 
reference to Section 30253 of the Coastal Act is misleading. Since 
the property is in an area with a substantial fire risk, the best 
way to minimize this risk is to deny all new development. However, 
this is neither permitted by applicable law nor one of the purposes 
of the Coastal Act. 

It is undisputed that at the present time the only viable 
means of access to portions of the property is via Hillside Drive. 
If there were no lot line adjustment, the existing 16 lots could 
be developed, and the only access to some of these lots would be 
through Hillside Drive. As a result of the lot line adjustment, 
the lots will be reconfigured and some of the reconfigured lots 
will have access through Hillside Drive. This is not a substantive 
change. Your statement: "While the applicants have not provided 
definitive plans for access roads nor grading plans, their 
intention is to provide access to a majority of the reconfigured 
parcels via Hillside Drive" is not correct. One of the goals of 
the lot line adjustment is to provide a sufficient economic 
incentive to the owners of the parcels in question to warrant the 
development of additional means of ingress and egress. This would 
be a benefit not only to the lots in question, but to the entire 
area. We would think that this is a goal that the Fire Department 
would welcome. 

In any event, your request for the opinion of the Fire 
Department as to standards that would apply to the development of 
access roads and pads is premature. These are issues that we would 
expect the Fire Department to deal with if and when requests for 
building per.mits are made. It is at that time that there would be 
a "development" within the meaning of the Coastal Act. Until then, 
as set forth in its recent Landgate decision, a lot line adjustment 
is not a development. 

Until there is any building done on the reconfigured 
lots, the risk of fire and problems with access remain the same. 
Those portions of the project which have been developed remain 
developed; those portions which have not been developed remain 
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undeveloped. There were 16 parcels before the lot 1tne adjustment; 
there will be 16 parcels after the lot line adjustment. The only 
change that will take place is it and when the property is 
tmproved. It is at that time that the issues raised in your letter 
should be considered. · 

If you want information of the type requested in your 
letter of February 14, 1997, then we suggest that you broaden the 
inquiry to deal with the benefits that may come about from 
additional means of access, emergency and otherwise, that may 
result from the lot line adjustment. Even it no new means of 
access are created, there is virtually no downside. The numbe~ of 
additional parcels that would be serviced from Hillside Drive is 
minimal. In other words, the additional fire risk from this 
project is nominal. On the other hand, the economic incentive 
created by this project to develop other means of access is 
substantial. This additional access and the likelihood that it 
would come about is what is necessary to comply with the provisions 
of Section 30253 and minimize the risk to life and property (as 
well as members of the Fire Department) in this area. 

Very truly yours, 

RSR:kz 

cc: Jesus Burciaga, Assistant Fire ·Chief 
La Fe, Inc. (w/enclosure) 
Ms. Susan Brown (w/enclosure) 
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Owce:a a David & sua&~~ 8&-0Wil . 
Location: ropauga cac~, f~aat• ~~, T•1S~.R-16W, sea.6, SJK • 

. Aeceaa t• f:rom Topanga C::~u llvd. we1tuly u" 11. till aida Dr., 
a eteep, Dan:ow U:·••• tU.. SO' ft;.) pave4. ~oacl that· illt.us.ect.• 
with Will <Jeer .Rd., •1•o a u.n-ow (Leaa. -tb.a. 30' ft) •·~•-t:La.lly 
~lat o.ewly pav~d road U.ll7). · . :. ·. . · 
Will Geu :a.d. pre.seDt1y aer:v.e six (I) .1oaa1 · :re1 i<leAha • : . 
'tb• ower· of the puo•l. 1..1 ~:equ.eet.;l.c; PN'Ili•sion to ·~~•:1.441 
ll.tS act:es ia.to 3 pezcel1. . . · 
tacaal 2. woul.4 J:J• & • 10 aon•. l'bia panel pz-ueatly .is developed 
with • house auCl out bu.lltias:ra. 1fatc t• txoia wel·la :acl-;~2~000 
pllou ot ttoz-age ex:l.•ttr iu. two Wldaq,,..d. x-eaen"~ira: 
»u-eal 2 ia 5 .15 ao¥"ee 1104 is u.acStava~DI)ad. :. . . . , 
Parc•l 3 ia ! • 20 aCina, ia uudevelopecl :.-.£th ·tt.· ••11 fllDd. a. !·4=-• 
aU.nd~ip-' ~U:h a, aoo gatloaa ~~ ••~r ·avaf·~la f!rc;.a. P~to•l: 1. 
T2le propo•ecl pa:oj ee·t wi11 cetin aile lou; · p,:e>vifias:. a : tqtel 
rec!uet:ion of 4 1o1:• from future c.t.v•1~t:. J : • .! .> 

W:Ud.f.b:e '.I!Ju:eat 
; . •. 

. . . . . . : . . " . ·. ~ .;._ .. : . 
'1'lul ~1• o~ ~· 'l'Op-.a &Z"H ia ala•.•• .aa· •iS'• SoD.e 4:...' . 
apacifia waathar aoDdit!oaa exac~ate wildfire potenti•1. 
'rwo !izoe wea.~Jua&- cod!~iou ar.e parw~:a.-.' w.l,Jd.a. t.M p&-o~•cc 
area.; · . . . 
The·i!L:rat, ~b• "lera.ta u.• v!zi4 cOA4-!~iOA ,, .. aa:aattt4: by·.•: h!srb 
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Mbl.bl.ta u.arth waat wt.zld.a, tt.atm aoa:l:h vi.-, thaD. 110J:tb..:ealt: 
wl~68 -.d. as the ay•~ ltl'ukl 4ot~r.Q, ~at villd•. : .: 
'J'be air tam,peratu:r• £1 Mated =rou92.1 .:ez:1ct1ou o:e a~r·ao'ltltf::u.1aa. 
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oond1t1on. may have terapent:una exo-.csw eo•· •·· a:p.4 .~a1&t1Ye 
h\Jmtc1it.)' lUSI t.ban 10,. fti1 ~iYea OCt· ·the ·fUel JDOiatu,r •.. in J:IOt.Jl 
daad aDd. J.1ve tuel. creatta.r extJ:O•e · w:Ll\Uire C!0#4itiou.~· -
The Sut.a AJla. vineS c:oDdi tiOA My OCC:UZ' •l: ai1y. time d.US'~ th$ 
YM¥, but ia most preva1c- ill tu !a1l..*!Dtfa8. •O"'GUer ;::1.• the 
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ro:r lu.ta A:Aa w:I.Dds • · . .. .. · . . · . · . 
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1.1.lta c:oa.«it.ion gu.era11y aovu \IP ~~oaa·Baja Cal:l.fozzaia.:·-ti~mgiDtJ 
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COUNTY OF LOS ANGELES 
FIRE b!PAilTMINT 

1010 NOJil'TH ~" #M!.'4UI 
LCI AfiGaLU. C'.AliR'IANIA AOM.'\-!Uilla 

(213) 890-4144 

VIA rax 

.. . .,. -·- .... __, __ 
.. • .. ' 'I .....:, • 

. , ::.: : r,¥ ,.I :~· I~ ,•~~-F\u-:!tl l 
... -I. •.• J - • . • •• - tJ 

.... ::.1 .:OMMIS::.i ..... 
. •:iQ.c.i (I')AST OIStio.o .. 

(21 3) 826-04.34 

TO: 

FROM: 

SUBJECT: 

~EGIONAL PLANNING DEPARTMENT 
LAND DIVISION 

ATTENTION: JOHN HAIITMAN. SECTION HI; 

PETER D. DOUTY, FIRE MARSHAL ~~ 
ASSISTANT FIR! CHIEP 
FIRE PREVENTION DIVISION 

TENTATIVE TRACT MAP 1123547 

After careful review of thA ptannlno and operational Issues aaaoclatad with 
Ten'tlltlve Tract Map I 23&47, I 11m reoomrnondtng denial of thia aubdlviaion. 

PLANNING ISSUES: 

The planning Issues focus with the lacfc af Ar.nAM. At this time the aingle means 
of accesa has exceedu n maximum of 37 units. The propoaod subdivision Is 
both narrow and treacheroua and would add subaantlally to life aafety concerns In 
the lnuneotate area. 

OPERATIONAL ISSUES: 

Tentative Tract Mop# 23847 haa betrn '"viewed by the ]urtadlcdonal11re chief eod 
hfl staff. After a carefUl study of 1he proposed subdivisiOn and vegetative 
management plen, they have recommended denial for the foUowino reasons. 

8lfMNG THE UNNCO~TID MilAS OF LOI.ANIELU COUNT'I AND ?t4a C 
MICIIUM ...u.& ~--· Gt.IIIIDOM WCIMOOQ UA.WIIOOD IUIIOICJI Exhibit 11 
NmiiiA ~ ~~ LA~ ~ llOWMJ 
AII.M CIUIIMflla .....,.IIWI.LA 

~· ... f'MMIMLII ....,..., Application 4-96-150 ......... Nil( ~ ..... Go•••...::.a ·~-
... ......,. ........ ,...._..... ..... 

-.urLCMM OUDAH'I ltiiUt'I1W L.MIIIM&• ""'"'MOUN'!' Ull ... Fire Dept. Comments ........... GWIONDIWI NIWifiDid ~ IIICO IIWIAt. ~a. 
~ OWoM1I &A~~ ,_.,., IIUMUftA ~~~ on Brown Subdiv. 
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OPERATIONAL ISSUES (Cont.,: 

• The access to Hlnsk.ht Drlv~ Is not Just substandard, but 
difficult and dangerous during routine day-to-day 
operations. In the event of a wildland fire, the access to 
tha area would beeorne avan mnre difficult. due to 
decreased visibilitY and increaced traffic flow. 

• The proposed heHspot lackS adequate water and does not 
meet the Department's air operations standards. 

• The designated safe refuge area Ia Inadequate during 
acvcrc fire oondi~ons. 

• The existing brush clearance of this property Is marginal 
at beat. 

If I can b8 of further aaaiatance, please do not hoaitcttc to contact my office at 
(213) 89()..4144. 

PDD:cq 

e: Battalion Chief Ron Magnuson 



Pu:tNtl IN6 

March 4, 1996 

Los Angeles Counly 
Dlpl!fmllll of Regional Plsnllillg 

/)I,CIDf Df Pllfltltng. .IAmBt f lllfll AJCP 

Spindler En9ineering Corp. 
16823 satieoy Street 
van Nuys, California 91406 

Gantlemanr 

8waject. 1 UHJ\T:tVB »lUlCU.. 11.1\11 MO. 2354 7 

PUblic hearin9a on Tentative Parcel Map No. 23547 were held before 
the Regional Planning co .. iaaion on June 7, 11t5, July 19, 1995 end 
Hoveaber 1, 1995. 

After con•iderinw the evidence presented, the aeqional Planning 
COIIUOisaion in ita action ol\ Pebruary 28, 1996, denied you 
tentative parcel li&P pur•uant to section 21.24.010 of the, Loa 
Angeles county Code (Subdivision Ordinance) and sections 6f~74 (c) 
and (d) of the subdivision Map Act, since the proposed ace.;:. ::.~ route 
to the subdivision is inadequate and it baa not been dP< .. ;t.rated 
that the si ta is physically aui table for the type and de:,~ 1 ty of 
development proposed. Tba findings for denial are attached. 

Your attention is called to the followin;: 
' 

1. That the decision of tha ae;iona1 Planninq comaisaion 
re;ardin9 the tentative parcel map shall ba001De final ancl 
affect :I. ve on tha data of decision, p~vid.acl no appeal of the 
action takan haa bean tiled witb the Board. of suparvittora 
within ten (10) 4aya followinq the 4eciaion of the Planning 
conmiaaion. Your appeal should be filed with tba office of the 
Clerk of the Board, ROom 383, Hall of Actainiatration, 500 Waat 
Temple Street, Los An9e1ee, California 900121 and 

2. That there is a tea for the appeal process, the amount of 
which may differ troa each casa. To deteraine the fee, plaaaa 
~ontact the secreta~ ot the Clerk of the Board 't (213) 974-
1432. . 

310 Wsst Templs Slr~tt Los Ang1111. CA 900!2 213 914 1411 

Exhibit 12 
Application 4-96-150 
Planning Commission 

Findings-3/4/96 
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FINDINGS OF THB REGIONAL PLANNXNG COMMISSION 

FOR DtNIAL OJ' 
~ENTATZVB ~ARCEL MAP NO. 235'7 

1. The tentative map proposes to create 3 sinqle ... family 
lots on 16.95 acres located on tha north side of Oldfield 
~anch Road (aka Hillside Drive) and on the west side of Will 
Geer Road (1291 Will Geer Road), in the·Glenviaw community of 
the Malibu Zoned District. 

2. The subject property is zoned A-l-l (Liqht A9ricultural Zona; 
minimum lot size ot 1 acre). The proposed lot sizea are S .. lS, 
5.2 and 6.6 aaras which are consistent with the area 
requirements of the: zone. ' 

3. Th& subject property is depicted within the Non-Urban (up to 
1 dwelling unit par acre) category of the Countywide General 
Plan and in the Rural Land II category of the Malibu/Santa 
Monica Mountains Intarim Area Plan. The subdivision propose• 
a project density o~ .1a dwelling units per acre. A aaximum 
o~ 3 dwelling units ia allowed by the General Plan. 

4. Primary off-eita acoeea to thia sUbdivision ia eaa~erly froa 
the subdivision via Hillaida Drive to Topanga. canion 
Boulevard, a distance of approximately 3,000 feet. Hilla de 
Drive is a private s~aet for approximately soo teet easterly 
of the subject property and a dedicated street the remainder 
to the distance to Topan~a canyon Boulevard. The roadway 1• 
winding with steep grades up to 20t at so•e locations. Th• 
existing paving nurowa to laaa than 15 feet in width at 

, various locations, and has a maximum width of approximately 20 
feat. 

5. Hillside Drive paasas through an existing small-lot 
subdivision and provides access to 39 existing residences and 
approximately 340 existing legal parcels. An analyaia 
submitted by tha applicant atataa tbat the developm•nt rights 
on 36 of these pa~aels have been ratirad and that topography 
and zoning limitations will ren4ar many parcels unbuildable or 
will raquira that they be merged with adjacent parcels to 
provide buildable ai tea. The applicant estimates that a 
maximum ot 65 reaidancas, inclu~inq the existing residences, 
could be built using Hillside Drive for access. 

6. The applicant suqgaats that a possible second means of access 
exists westerly from the subdivision via Oldfield Road (aka, 
Hillside Drive) to Greenleaf Canyon Road (a dedicated road), 
a distance of approximately 1,300 feet. GrGenlea.t Canyon Road 
bonnects to Top~anga Canyon Road approximately 1 mile southerly 
of the subject property. Oldfield Road westerly of the 
subdivision is de•iqnated as a private and future street (by 
a previous land division) and is currently rough graded and 
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narrow (10 feet) in width. A so foot aection of tha roadway 
has washed out and is not currently open to traffic. 

-7. Since this is a minor land division and the J;>ropoaad lot si1ea 
are each qreater than 5 acres, the Subdivision Ordinance 
exempts the project from road improvement requirements which 
would upgrade the ace•••· 

a. The applicant propo8ed to voluntarily grade Oldfield Road 
between the southerly portion of tha property ana Greenleaf 
canyon R.oad to a minimum width of 15 feet.. However, tha road 
would not be paved and would require regular maintenance to 
ensure that it would remain in a uaable condition. Greenleaf 
canyon Road, the aeooftd lag ot the aooe•• route. ia a narrow, 
paved road which cannot accoDllftodate two-way traffic except by 
uaa of turnouts. 

9. 'l'ha applicant had a cotlau.ltant with expert.iae in wildland. fi:r:a 
ma~a9811ent prepare a report on how to miti9ate the wildfire 
hazard. That ~aport recommended that a 1 a~e area be ••~ 
aa14e aa a fire ••faty area, includinCJ the provision of a 
helispot wi tb ato:ra9• tanka cantainincJ 8, ooo CJallon• of watet', 
for use as a staq:LrlCJ area for fire aulke teau and as a fire 
aafa zona tor local reaidanta. Til• report also reco11Dllenclacl a 
apaai~ic ve9etat.ion management plan ~~ the project. 

10. s•ctlon. 21.24.010 of t.ba Loa AmJalea County coda (Subdivision 
ordinance) requires that the acoaaa route froa a aubdivialon 
to a highway shown on the Highway Plan "8hall be adequate to 
aaoomm04ata the oo~aition and voluae of vehicular traffic 
qeneratad by th• ·lan4 u••• which it serves." Tba aeation 
continues "in date~ining the ad~ay of a route ot acoaaa, 
t.ha ac:iviaory atenoy ahall consider tb• potential for blockiUJ• 
of the route by flood, fire or landallda and the effect ot 
such blockac;e oft the safe evacuation ot future users aftd 
occupants of t.ha cU.v1aion ami on the deployaent. of riz'ta 
equipaent or other ••rvices under ea~ancy condition•.• 

11.. Plra Department personnel have inspected th• aubjeat property, 
inoludino the proposed access routes, and have reviewed the 
fire safe~y plan •ubmit.tad by the applicant's oonaultaht. Tbe 
Fire Department recommend• denial of the proposed pnjact 
beoausez · 

4. The acceaa to the aubdi vision ia inadequate to insure the 
sate evacuation of future reaic:lents of the land division, 
and the deployment. of fire aqui~nt or other aa•r9ency 
equipment in an emer9ency condition • 

........, .............. , ....... . 111111t .~ ... •* • • •ill A a II>• • <I • .» . ·-·· ... ,. ,...._ _.._ .,..,.._ ~· _.... • 

• 
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b. The access to Hillside Drive is not just substandard, but 
difficult and danqerous during routine day-to-day 
operations. In the event of a wildland fire, the access 
to the area would become even more difficult, due to 
decreased visibility and increased traffic flow. 

c. The proposed helispot lacks adequate water and does not 
meet the Department's air operations standards. 

d. The desiCJnatecl safe refuge area is inadequate durin; 
severe fire conditions. 

e. 'the existinq brush clearance ot this property is marqinal 
at best. 

B.UBD OR '!KB J'Ol\BGO%RG, HZ RBG%0Hl\L PLUIHDTG COHKXSSXOH COlfCLVDBII 

1. That tha existin9 and proposed accasa routes to the division 
or land are inada~ata to accommodate the volume of traffic 
9enerated by the·u••• they sarva and hava the potential for 
blocka9a tb.at. coul4 impede the safe evacuation of futura 
residents and hinder the deploYJilent of tire equipment or otbar 
services under eaeqency oonditiona; and 

2. That the safety plan proposed by the a~Jplicant's consultant is 
not adequate to off-set the lack of adequate access to tbe 
division of land. 

THEREFORE, THB REGIONAL PLANNING COMMISSION denies ParcGl Map No. 
23070 pursuant to Section 21.24.010 ot the Los Angeles county Code 
(Subdivision orcUnanca) and Sections 66474 (c) and (d) of the 
Subdivision Map Act, aince the proposed access route to the 
subdivision is inadequate and the applicant has not demonstrated 
that the site is physically suitable tor tba type and density of 
development proposed. 



.__ -Barbara Carey 
Coastal Programs-Califomla Coastal Commission 
89 South Callfomla St., Suite #200 
Ventura, CA 9~001 
806-641-0142 
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Permit# 4-96-150 l1efore the Coastal Commission requires more B.-.~·Topanga Community 
[who is hearing of thle req,uest for the first time] to comprehend the com~ of this matter. I 
urge you to move the hearing to Ventura and postpone the 12112196 hearing until your ne><t 
meeting date. 

However, I woulellike the Commission to l1e aware of the following Issues: 

1] Even though the Brown family offered to complete an aU weather surface on Hillside Dr. to 
Greenleaf. provide a heliport. widen the road and lnetaR a water tank for the Fire Departments 
exciUf:;lve use, the Are Department denied the sul1-dlvlelon req,uest made t1y the 6rowns for 5 
lots on 18 acres, l1ecause there is not eufflclent ingress and Bgre66 for them to serve additional 
houses on Hillside Drive. 

2] Hillside Drive. when It enters. ,..,e Mesa" Is a private road. There is no legal easement at this 
time for this proposed development. The easements are for the l1eneflt of the property holders 
[of which we are one ]from the original eul1-dlvlelon. One can not asslfln their easement to anyone 
elee. and especially not to a parcel outside the l1oundarles of the easement. Our Family has won 
this very caee against a previous owner of property on the Meea. 

5] La Fe has l1een In violation of grading without a pem11t on the land In this proposal. Ordered by 
your Coastal Commleeion to clean up the mess they made, to this eiatt!s It has not been done. 

4] The proposal before the commission Is a diversionary tactic; to keep City and County agenctee 
from eeelng that up to 16 homes are to be built where only 1. csn 11e constructed under the 
preeent conditione. And while I know It is not the Intent of the State to derry construction. It 16 
also not their Intention to create lots for construction where they did not exist. The '"lot line 
adjustment" proposal [regardle55 of what you call it) 16 a ruee to move the property lines from 
unbulldal11e lots on land that hae untenable access. to land that can not 11e sul:HJfvlded but 
that hae bulldal11e land wltp private access. This proposal l1efore the Commission Is an attempt; 
to avoid the scrutiny of the Plannln~ and Fire Departments who are not lnfom1ed of the ovm--the 
-counter paper procedure of lot line adjustments. 

We do not wish to deny anyone the rlflht to bullet. only to ~ulre that they follow the euldelines 
and procedures that we aD accept In a democratic society. This project. as tt Is proposed, Is In 
direct conflict with the rules. codee, laws. and wishes of the agencies held reeponslble for the 
development In the Santa Monica Mountains. 

The m~ l1efore you is a sham. and It is your obligation to expoee tt as a way of circumventing 
the g01ernmental process that has been established to protect and serve the people of thl5 
state; the same ones that denied the sub-division on the Mesa last year. We have faith In your 
ability to do the right thing and deny this project In lt5 e~. 

The Leneman Family 21548 Hillside Dr. 
Exhibit 13 
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Glory Fioramonti 
1233 Greenleaf Canyon Road 

Topanga, CA 90290 
Telephone 310455 3847 

Telefax 310 455 8786 

California Coastal Commission 
South Central Coast Area 
89 South California Street, Suite 200 
Ventura, CA 93001 

Attn: Louis Calcagno, Chair and Ms. Barbara Carey 

Fax {805) 641-1732 

December 6 1996 

Re: Application 4-96-150 
1291 Will Geer Road 
Topanga, CA 90290 

OO~©rnow&m 
DEC 111996 

CALIFORNIA 
COASTAL COMMISSION 

SOUTH CENTRAL COAST DISTRICT 

Objections and Reqyest for Postponement ami Cbanse of Venue 
Hearing 12/12/96,0900,480 Sutter Street, San Francisco 

Dear Mr. Calcagno and Ms. Carey: 

I request that the hearing for development application 4-96-150 scheduled for 
12/12/96 in San Francisco be postponed and rescheduled in Los Angeles for the 
following reasons: 

1. Access has been-and again will be-sought over my land by the project 
developers. 

2. I was first notified of this latest proposal the day before Thanksgiving (i. e. 
November 27 1996). 

3. No public notice that was in public view had been posted at any place on or 
near the site as of December 5. 

4. Scheduling the hearing in San Francisco on December 12 makes it impossible 
for me to represent the issues involving access over my land and 
overburdening existing roads. ----

t '~ 



5. The proposal does not conform to the Land Use Plan for our area and 
previous attempts to subdivide have already been denied on grounds of fire 
safety, adverse impact on coastal resources, and overburdening ~isting ~s. 

6. The County has already closed one of the roads immediately adjacent to the 
proposed site development because of the hazardous conditions of the local 
environment. 

7. Recent major slide activity in the immediate area {'Lake Topanga', already 
costing CAL TRANS and taxpayers huge sums and a neighboring slide 
between Circle Trail and Greenleaf) raises questions concerning the feasibility 
of a major development project sited here. 

8. The Coastal Commission Report, in rejecting the applicants' description of 
their project as a simple lot realignment, recognizes that the merger and 
subdivisions constitute a 92 acre development, a development that impinges 
on the fragile ecosystem of the ridge between Topanga and Greenleaf, a ridge, 
moreover, that, with the two canyons is cited as one of the most dangerous 
fire hazards in the Santa Monica Mountains. 

In short, I am appalled that the Coastal Commission Staff Report would recommend 
approval of this application of a development that would have such a major impact 
on the coastal resources of Topanga in circumstances that prevent a full hearing by 
the citizens and community most affected by it. They need to voice their concerns 
and be given the time and opportunity to fully study and speak to the ramifications 
of this project in what is already known to be a particularly vulnerable area of the 
Southern California Coastline. 

I therefore ask the Coastal Commission to postpone this hearing and reschedule it 
in Los Angeles so that the Commissioners can evaluate the application in full 
knowledge of all the issues involved. 

., 



Chris Burden and Nancy Rubins 
1780 Will Geer Road 
Topanga CA 90290 
TEL: 310 455 2176 
FAX: 310 455 7153 

December 6, 1996 

Barbara Carey 
California Coastal Commission 
South Central Coast Area 
89 South California Street, Suite 200 
ventura CA 93001 
FAX: 805 641 1732 

Dear Ms. Carey, 

m&&&owf@ 
DEC 0 9 1996 

(AUFORNIA 
- COASTAL COMMISSION 
~OUTH CENTRAL COAST DISTRICT 

It ~as very recently come to our attention that a large 
development, involving a complex land merger, is planned 
for our immediate neighborhood. This is Agenda Item 
iThursday: 14C, Permit f4-96-150. The hearing for this 
proposal is scheduled to be held in San Francisco on the 
12th of December, 1996. 

Because this proposal involves the reconfiguring of 16 lots, 
many presently unbuildable, within 92 acres, into 16 
buildable lots, this development will have a tremendous 
impact on our community. We ask that the hearing for this 
development be delayed and, preferably, be rescheduled for 
a Los Angeles County venue, in order that the community 
could have a greater opportunity to voice opinions. 

For the record, we are opposed to this development for a 
variety of reasons, which are listed below. 

1. Proper procedure was not followed. Notices were not 
posted on the actual properties where the development is 
to take place. Neighbors who were informed, were informed 
over the Thanksgiving holidays, leaving all those concerned 
with literally two to three days to respond. We feel this is 
clearly an unreasonable time to allow the community to 
respond. 

2. The ingress and egress to this property is over a 
combination of County maintained roads and private easements. 
The County roads are substandard and extremely steep and 
narrow with many blind curves. In addition, this is an 
extremely high fire zone. aillside Drive, in particular, 
which will service the proposea development, cannot conceivably 
handle the increase in traffic. The intent of this proposal 



is to avoid the scrutiny of the Los Angeles County Fire 
Department and the Los Angeles County Regional Planning 
Department. 

3t The Los Angeles County Fire Department recently 
rejected the subdivision of one of the parcels involved 
into three parcels because of the substandard roads and the 
extreme fire danger. If the County Fire Department rejected 
the approval of two additional developable lots in this area, 
does it make sense to create 16 more developable lots? 

4. No government agency can assign or deny private ease
ment rights. The reconfiguration of these 16 lots is 
clearly an attempt by the developers to give easements to 
the majority of the lots that do not presently have easements. 
A favorable decision concerning this development would 
undoabtly result in civil litagation among the parties 
involved and possibly against government agencies. 

5. One of the parties involved in the development, Ana 
Betancourt (La Fe Inc.) has already volated Coastal Commission 
regulations and Los Angeles County Building and Safety 
grading laws. This party was reflagged three times and fined 
$50,000. This party has also, on numerous occasions, knowingly 
trespassed onto the private properties adjacent to her lots 
with grading equipment in an attempt to baild an illegal 
road to her properties. The illegal grading on her lots 
resulted in a massive landslide that threatened to close 
Topanga Canyon Boulevard. 

We think this development certainly deserves more scrutiny 
and that the hearing should be delayed and reschedaled for 
a hearing in Los Angeles County. 

Sincerely, 

... 

Chris Burden 

tJ~~ 
Nancy Rubina 

cc: California Coastal Commission Staff 
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January 22. 1997 

Mr. Jame~ Hartl, llirector 

PHO~·E No. 310 455 0911 

Marti Witter 
64.f Old Te>paHiil Cr.ua>•nn Rnnd 

'r<>t'tllll«· C'al(fomlo Ml90 
Pit: 010} 4$$ • .4049 FA.Y; (3 IO) 4.'1,7-091 I 

Los Angelos Department of Region~ Planning 
~?.0 West Temple Stn~cl 
Lo1; Angeles, CA 90012 

Dear Mr. Hartl: 

Feb. OS 1997 12: '55PI'1 P02 

I am eoncemed about a t>rojcct in Topan,ga that was forwarded to the Coastal Connnission with 
''Approval in Conecptn from the Los Aug~luN County Department of Re&ionw Phmning. The 
projoot is a sixteen Jot rcsubdivision Oot line adjusl.menl) located at J291 Wlll Ge« Road. 

I have reviewed the initial Coastal Commission staff re~ and am concerned about the impacts 
that this project will havc..on Environmentally Sensitive Habitat Areas (ESHAs) within and adjacent 
to the project area. Because of the need to mitigate the fire hazard that exisls in the area. the revised 
lot configuration will causo significant habitat loss and habitat fragmentation that would not have 
occurred under the existing lot confi&uration. The specific impacts to sensitive plant and wildlife 
species have not been determined and need to be evaluated. 

l believe that this is a project that should clearly have been reviewed by the County's 
Envh'Ontnental Review Board (ERB)far environmental impacts before being forwarded to the 
Coastal Commis.~ion. Three separate BSHAs are located within 200' of the project boundaries. 
Ordinance 92-0037 regulating development in sensitive environmental resource areas of tbc Malibu 
coastal zone requires that an development projects with the potendal to i~t sensitive resource 
areas be reviewed by the BRB. Ordinance 92-0037 defines "development ' in sensitive 
environmental resource areas a.t; a '4 

••• change in the density or intensity ofu.~e of land, including, 
hut nor limited to. subdiviF;ions pursuant to l.he Subdivision Map Act, any other dlvl&·itm of land, 
including lot splits. except where the land division is brought about in connection with the 
purchase of such land by a pubJic agency for such use; ... ". The proposed project clearly meets the 
definition for development a.(J both as change In lhe intensity of land usc and as a category of land 
division. 

1 would like tn respectfully request, as a member of the BRB, that Los Angele~,; County temporari1y 
wilhdrdw it'\ approval in concept for lhis project untiJ it can be reviewed by the BRB u.nd the BRB' s 
recommendation can be made available to your Department and the Coastal Commission. 

Thank you fory~ur consideration of Lhis matter. 

Sincerely, ~ 

Marti Willer, Member Los Angeles County Environmental Review Board 

cc: Ginny Kruger, Third Supervisorial District 



SANTA MONICA MOUNTAINS CONSERVANCY 
11111WID CIN'IEI FOR CONSERVANCYS'fU)IES 
57SOIAMIIEZ~ lCH:t 
~ OUFORNIA P026f 
PHONE (310) 58N200 
PAI(310)SIN207 

California Coastal Commission 
South Central Coast Area 
89 South California Street Suite 200 
Ventura, CA 93001 

February 3, 1997 

Application No. 4-96-150 

FEB 211997 

·'"'"''rvA.;'C,. 
COASTAl COMMIS-..\. 

<=iOIJTH f.F.NT~AI. COAST DIS1 ...... 

1291 WiD Geer Road, Topanga, Los Anples County 

Dear Commissioners: 

The Santa Monica Mountains Conservancy urges. the Coastal Commission to deny the subject 
appJication to merge and then JeSubdivide the lot lines of 16 condguous pa:n:els totalin&92 acM in 
the Topanp Can)'Oil watershed. We disasree with the conclusions of the November 13, 1996 staff 
JqJOI1 that the proposed project will have no adverse impacts on coastal teSOl.:£CS. 

The boundaries of Tentative Parcel Map No. 23S47 are the same u the northernmost, 16.96-aa'e 
parcel ( 4440-007 -016) in the proposed !eSubdivision. The pincipal access of the subject 
JeSUbdivision proposes the S8IIZ access as did PM No. 23547. In a Maldl4, 1996 decision for denial 
of that pazcel map, the findings of the Los Anaetes County Reponal Plannina Commission state u 
follows: 

"The ReJional Planning Commission denies Parcel Map No. 23547 since the 
proposed access route to the subdivision is inadequate and the applicant bas not 
demonstrated that the site is physically suitable for the type and density of 
development proposed." 

The parcel map was for the creation. of just three lots. The County's decision letter further states, 

in concurrence with the County FU'e Department, that 

''The access to HiJJside Drive is not just substandard, but difficult and dangerous 
during routine day-to-day operation. In the event of wildfire. the access to the area 
would become even more difficult, due to decreased 'Visibility and incn:ascd traffic 
flow. 

Based on these findings from the County regarding inadequate access to the proposed resubdivision 
area, it appears that the County's approval in concept of the rcsubdivision should be rec:onsiden:d. 
In addition, these findings zegarding access provide sipificant lfOUDda for your staff to reconsider 
its JeCOCnrnendation for appnml of the project. It is our undentandina that your staff is waitina for 
additional information from the County F'R Department zeprdina access conditions prior to tbo 
issuance of a revised staff report 



· Coastal Application No. 4-96-150 (1291 Will Geer Road) 
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The proposed project is Ctlq)lex and threatens to set far reaching precedence. The following excerpt 
from tbe Commissi>n stafftepOrt suggests a DIJCh grater level of potential adverse implications that 
are attributable to a subdivision than are addressed in the report: 

"A merger and resubdivision is a type of subdivision. It differs from a lot line 
adjustment in that two or more separate, contiguous parcels that were previously 
subdivided are merged into one parcel and then tesubdivded into a diffCient 
configuration of parcels with different parcel boundaries." 

The mere fact that the number of lots would oot increase only partially addresses, or alleviates, a 
ll:oad range of potential growth inducing and development intensification impacts. The Commission 
staff report does not spell out that if the lllots in the small lot subdivision were built out. that the 
sum of impacts for those 11 dweUings would be contained within a one acre area. The proposed 
JeSUbc:livWon would guarantee the distribution of devek>pment, of unknown scale and intensity, along 
a scenic, primary ridgeline. Until the grading, disturban~ and brush cleamnce footprints of the 16 
proposed single family dweUings and their appurtenant facilities are known, no adequate interim 
conclusions can be drawn about the extent of environmental impacts. 

The appi:ant's assertion that the purpose of the proposed project to is to provide parcels with better 
road access and building pad locations that can be developed with less grading cannot withstand 
scrutiny ftom an environmental ilq)act analysis standpoint. Viewshed, habitat loss, habitat intrusion, 
fbel modffication, watershed quality, and arowth inducing impacts are guaranteed to inetease at least 
five tbkl under the poposed action. Even if the one acre containing 11 small lots was graded beyond 
recognition, those impacts pale in comparison to spreading much larger home sites, and their multi
hundred-foot -long access roads, along more than one-half-mile of ridgeline. 

The proposed resubdivision poses numerous, potential, unavoidable, significant adverse impacts 
within the Coastal Zone and the Santa Monica Mountains ecosystem. The need for substant;ive 
environmental imPact teview is evidenced by the County's requirement of a Negative Declaration 
with project tmdifications in 1993 for the aforementioned PM No. 23547 which proposed just 31ots 
on 17 of the 92 subject acres. 

Approval of the proposed project. in reganls to the Coastal Act, would essentially legitimize a potent 
new method of spreading out both the direct, and indirect, environmental impacts of a given number 
of single family residences within the Santa Monica Mountains ecosystem. We again urge the 
Commission to refer this application back to the County for a lack of adequate review under the 
Califomia Environmental Quality Act 

Sincerely, 

~M-'J.~ 
~th A Olcadle 
Chairperson 

I 
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Jack Ainsworth 
Supervising Planner 
CaUfomia Coastal Commission 
South Central Coast Area 
89 South Callfomia Street, suite 200 
Ventura. CA 93001 

Re: Application No. 4·96-150 
1291 Will Geer Road, Topanga 

Dear Jack Ainsworth, 

Delivered by FAX 

Post·lt- Fax Note 7671 

Phone* PhOne 1 3 t 0 -'-t ~- ti 
Fad 0~ .. b"-/( -I ?. Fut 

The Resource Conservation District was approached by numerous concemed 
homeowners in Topanga regarding the proposed lot line adjustments being 
considered under Application No. 4-96·150. After reviewing the Coastal 
Commission staff report and additional pertinent documents. a number of 
questions arose. 

1 . What feasibility analysis for the development of the 11 lots on 1 acre were 
required as part of the overall analysis? 

While it is technically true that no new lots are being created, the 11 tiny 
paper lots located on a steep hill could probably not meet current Hillside 
Development and Stope formula density requirements for development without 
retiring at least some of these lots. A discussion of this analysis seems pertinent 
since the Coastal staff argument is that no new lots are being developed, when 
In reality, it appears that at least several of these lots would need to be retired 
under TDC requirements in order to develop any single one of those lots. It Is 
difficult to understand the justification for the development of 6 additional homes 
(according to page 7 of the staff report the LUP maximum density for the 92 aore 
parcel would be 10 dwellings) when It is quite clear from the LUP and Coastal 
standards that the Intent of the law Is to minimize development density on steep 
areas and ridgelines. 

2. Why·are these lot line adjustments being considered separately from 
potential impacts associated with development of -these parcels? 

It appears that the staff report equivocates between referring to this 
project as a "lot-line adjustment" and "subdivision•. If these 16 proposed 
parcels were being reviewed as a sub· division, would the potential grading. 
geological, drainage and biological impacts need to be addressed at this stage 
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as a whole? Our concern is that while the lot line adjustment is considered as a 
whole, future site development will be addressed parcel by parcel, allowing for 
poor coordination of build out and greater cumulative impacts. 

3. If a portion of this proposed parcel was previously denied permit for sub~ 
division by LA County due to inadequate fire access, what mitigations have 
been proposed to address that issue, and have those met with the approval of 
the Fire Dept.? 

Information in a letter to Regional Planning dated 14 November 1995 
from the LA County Fire Dept., and reiterated in a letter to the project applicant 
from Regional Planning dated 4 March 1996, states that: 

-the access to Hillside Drive is not just substandard, but difficult and 
dangerous during routine day-to-day operations. In the event of a wildfire, the 
access to the area would become even more difficult due to decreased visibility 
and increased traffic flow. 

• The proposed hellspot lacks adequate water and does not meet the 
Dept. air operations standards. 

-The designated safe refuge area is inadequate during severe fire 
conditions. 

• The existing brush clearance of this property is marginal at best. 

If these concerns were the basis for denial of the development of 3 additional 
homes, what solutions have been proposed for an additional 16 homes? 

4. CEQA Compliance - Since both the Coastal Act and CEQA require 
cumulative impact analysis, it seems inconsistent to evaluate the lot line 
adjustments without looking at the impacts associated with total buildout in a 
cumulative fashion. The argument used In the Coastal staff report is that each 
parcel would be individually reviewed for compliance. However, this seems in 
direct conflict with the Intent of both the Coastal Act and CEOA. which attempt to 
identify and mitigate for potential impacts for projects a as a whole. Since this 
lot line division Is in reality a de-facto sub-division, a thorough analysis, 
including review by the LA County Environmental Review Board should be 
required before further action is taken. 

5. Watershed Impacts - Topanga is in the process of developing a Watershed 
Management Plan that would provide guidelines for handling drainage, erosion 
and sedimentation issues related to development. At minimum, this Plan 
attempts to !mplement existing Best Management Practices. Review of this 
project in light of those standards should be required and appropriate 
mitigations recommended. 

6. ESHA ·rmpacts - No discussion of the impacts to the Greenleaf and Topanga 
ESHA's was included in the staff analysis. As noted in the previously denied 
sub-division of LA County Project 23547, portions of the property are adjacent 

2 
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to or incfuded in the ESHA's. How does the current lot line adjustment address 
the set back requirements and ensure protectton of these sensitive resources? 

7. Sensitive species .. The area is well known habitat for the San Diego Horned 
Lizard (Phrynosoma coronatum blainvilleJ), a sensitive species with 
diminishing local habitat. A 1986 survey of watersheds in the Santa Monica 
Mountains identified Topanga as the last remaining viable population. What 
are the potential impacts to this species, and the associated biological 
resources of this proposed lot line adjustment? 

This project is but one of several lot line adjustment currently or recently 
proposed In the Topanga/ Malibu area. We are concerned that the de-facto 
sub-development this produces are not subject to the planning and 
environmental constraints requirements associated with good planning and 
resource management. 

This issue was brought to the attention of the Resource Conservation District 
Board on several ocoasions by numerous homeowners In reference to similar 
proposals such as Tuna Canyon and Topanga Canyon Blvd. (App. No. 4-98-
028). Please refer to the attached letter to Ginny Kruger for more specifics. It Is 
our hope that a consensus can be reached with both the County and Coastal 
Commission to resolve this disturbing trend in development practices. 

We would also like to establish some mechanism so that the RCD can be 
notified of pending projects directly by the Coastal Commission prior to receipt 
of the hearing agendas. 

We greatly appreciate your consideration of these concerns and look forward to 
your response. 

Sincerely, 

~·~ Aosl~agit 
Conservation Biologist 

cc: Ginny Kruger, Supervisor Yaroslavsky 
Susan Nissman, Supervisor Yaroslavsky 
TASC 
Topanga Canyon Town Council 
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