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APPEAL STAFF REPORT - SUBSTANTIAL ISSUE DETERMINATION
Appeal number...............A-3-SCO-05-066, Ubaldi SFD Addition 
Applicants .......................Ronald & Esther Ubaldi 
Appellants .......................Friends of Sand Dollar Beach 
Local government ..........Santa Cruz County 
Local decision .................Approved with Conditions (August 10, 2005) 
Project location ..............807 The Shore Line, La Selva Beach (Santa Cruz County) 
Project description .........Remodeling and construction of additions to a single-family dwelling. 

Additions total approximately 575 square feet and include an expanded 
kitchen, family room, living room and master suite; enclosure of an existing 
carport to create a garage; construction of a pier foundation; removal and 
reconstruction of a portion of an existing retaining wall, and installation of a 
new retaining wall along the northern property line. 

File documents................Santa Cruz County Certified Local Coastal Program (LCP); Santa Cruz 
County CDP Application File 04-0018; Geotechnical Review Memorandum 
dated April 17, 2006 (California Coastal Commission Staff Geologist – see 
this memorandum for list of geotechnical documents included in the file) 

Staff recommendation ...No Substantial Issue  

Summary of staff recommendation: Santa Cruz County approved a proposal to remodel and construct 
additions totaling 575 square feet to an existing three-bedroom residence located at 807 The Shoreline in 
the La Selva Beach area of Santa Cruz County. The edge of a coastal bluff, which was altered by 
massive grading in the 1960s to allow for construction of the subdivision within which the project site is 
located, is adjacent to the northwestern (rear) property line.  Portions of the existing residence are 
located as close as 15 feet from the current bluff edge. 

The approved project includes remodeling of and additions to an existing three bedroom single-family 
dwelling, including second-story additions to the family room, bathroom, kitchen, construction of a 
master suite on the second level, and excavation on the lower level to allow the construction of a living 
room and a one-car garage (which will replace an existing carport). The additions will add 
approximately 575 habitable square feet to the residence.  The approved project also includes 
construction of a two-to-three-foot high retaining wall along the northern property line, and replacement 
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of a portion of an existing retaining wall, as well as installation of buried foundation piers. 

The Appellant contends that the approved additions to the house will be located seaward of the required 
100-year bluff setback line, inconsistent with the requirements of the LCP.  The Appellant contends that 
the County’s determination of the 100-year setback of 25 to 28 feet from the bluff edge is incorrect and 
that the required setback is equal to 83 feet.  The Appellant also contends that prior grading of the site, 
the new pier foundation, the approved retaining walls, and foundational and support measures for the 
second-story additions qualify as protection measures for the approved additions to the existing single-
family dwelling and should not be taken into consideration in determining the 100-year setback.   

The Commission’s staff geologist reviewed numerous documents relating to the project, performed a 
site visit, and determined that the County-approved setback distances of 25 to 28 feet are appropriate 
and that the approved additions will not be threatened by coastal erosion during the next 100 years.  
Additionally, massive grading done in 1966 to form the Sand Dollar subdivision does not qualify as a 
“protective measure” under the LCP.  The approved retaining walls are located inland of the required 
100-year setback and do not serve as bluff-top protective measures.  The approved piers will provide 
support for the portion of the existing residence that is located seaward of the required setback line, but 
are not necessary to support the approved additions.  Foundational and other support structures for the 
additions do not constitute protective measures from bluff-top erosion and are located outside of the 
100-year setback line. 

Thus, Staff recommends that the Commission finds that no substantial issue exists with respect to this 
project’s conformance with the certified LCP and thereby declines to take jurisdiction over the coastal 
development permit for the project.   
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I.  Appeal of Santa Cruz County Decision 

A.  Santa Cruz County Action 
Santa Cruz County approved this proposed project subject to multiple conditions on August 10, 2005 
(see Exhibit #1 for the County’s staff reports, findings and conditions on the project). The County’s 
approval was by the Planning Commission following an appeal of the Zoning Administrator’s original 
approval.  The appeal to the Planning Commission was based on visual and geological impacts.  The 
Planning Commission’s approval was not appealed locally (i.e., to the Board of Supervisors).1  

Notice of the Planning Commission’s action on the coastal development permit (CDP) was received in 
the Coastal Commission’s Central Coast District Office on August 29, 2005. The Coastal Commission’s 
ten-working-day appeal period for this action began on August 30, 2005 and concluded at 5pm on 
September 13, 2005. One valid appeal from “Friends of Sand Dollar Beach” was received during the 
appeal period (see below). 

B.  Appeal Procedures 
Coastal Act Section 30603 provides for the appeal of approved coastal development permits in 
jurisdictions with certified local coastal programs for development that is (1) between the sea and the 
first public road paralleling the sea or within 300 feet of the inland extent of any beach or of the mean 
high tideline of the sea where there is no beach, whichever is the greater distance; (2) on tidelands, 
submerged lands, public trust lands, within 100 feet of any wetland, estuary, or stream, or within 300 
feet of the top of the seaward face of any coastal bluff; (3) in a sensitive coastal resource area; (4) for 
counties, not designated as the principal permitted use under the zoning ordinance or zoning district 
map; and (5) any action on a major public works project or energy facility. This project is appealable 
because it is located seaward of the first public road and is located within 300 feet of the top of the 
coastal bluff. 

The grounds for appeal under Section 30603 are limited to allegations that the development does not 

                                                 
1  Normally local appeals must be exhausted before an appeal can be made to the Coastal Commission. In Santa Cruz County’s case, the 

appeals process is that Zoning Administrator decisions can be appealed to the Planning Commission, and Planning Commission 
decisions can be appealed to the Board of Supervisors (and the Board can also independently elevate an item to the Board for 
consideration). However, because Santa Cruz County charges a fee for local coastal permit appeals to the Board of Supervisors, 
aggrieved parties can appeal lower decisions directly to the Commission. Since the appeal in this case is of a Planning Commission 
decision, the Appellants have availed themselves of the direct appeal route.   
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conform to the standards set forth in the certified LCP or the public access policies of the Coastal Act. 
Section 30625(b) of the Coastal Act requires the Commission to conduct a de novo coastal development 
permit hearing on an appealed project unless a majority of the Commission finds that “no substantial 
issue” is raised by such allegations. Under Section 30604(b), if the Commission conducts a de novo 
hearing, the Commission must find that the proposed development is in conformity with the certified 
local coastal program. Section 30604(c) also requires an additional specific finding that the development 
is in conformity with the public access and recreation policies of Chapter 3 of the Coastal Act, if the 
project is located between the nearest public road and the sea or the shoreline of any body of water 
located within the coastal zone. This project is so located and thus this additional finding would need to 
be made in a de novo review in this case.  

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

C.  Appellant’s Contentions 
The Appellant (“Friends of Sand Dollar Beach”) includes several neighbors located inland of the Ubaldi 
site who will have their private views slightly impacted by the approved project (see Exhibit #2 for the 
letter from the Architectural Review Committee of the Sand Dollar Beach Homeowners Association).  
The Appellant contends that the approved project is inconsistent with the LCP because it does not 
comply with the LCP’s required 25-foot/100-year setback (whichever is greater).  The Appellant 
contends that prior grading of the site, the new pier foundation, and the approved retaining walls qualify 
as protection measures for the approved additions to the existing single-family dwelling and should not 
be taken into consideration in determining the 100-year setback.  The Appellant also contends that the 
County’s determination of the 100-year setback of 25 to 28 feet is incorrect and that the required setback 
is equal to 83 feet, based on expert evidence.  See Exhibit #3 for the Appellant’s contentions and Exhibit 
#4 for a supplement to these contentions provided by the Appellant’s attorney.  Please see Exhibit #5 for 
a response from the Applicants’ attorney to the supplemental contentions in Exhibit #4. 

II.  Staff Recommendation on Substantial Issue 
Staff recommends that the Commission determine that no substantial issue exists with respect to the 
grounds on which the appeal was filed. A finding of no substantial issue would mean that the County’s 
decision in this matter would be final (conversely, a finding of substantial issue would bring the project 
under the jurisdiction of the Commission for hearing and action).  

Motion. I move that the Commission determine that Appeal Number A-3-SCO-05-066 raises no 
substantial issue with respect to the grounds on which the appeal has been filed under Section 
30603 of the Coastal Act. 

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

Resolution to Find No Substantial Issue. The Commission hereby finds that Appeal Number 
A-3-SCO-05-066 does not present a substantial issue with respect to the grounds on which the 
appeal has been filed under Section 30603 of the Coastal Act regarding consistency with the 
Certified Local Coastal Program and/or the public access and recreation policies of the Coastal 
Act. 

III.  Project Location & Description 
The project site is located at 807 The Shore Line within the Sand Dollar Beach Planned Unit 
Development in La Selva Beach in the southern portion of Santa Cruz County (see Exhibit #6 for site 
location).  The edge of a coastal bluff is adjacent to the northwestern (rear) property line. Portions of the 
existing residence are located as close as 15 feet from the current bluff edge (see Exhibit #7 for site plan 
and project plans).  Massive grading of this bluff area, which lowered the bluff by nearly 40 feet, took 
place in 1966 (prior to the passage of the Coastal Act) in order to establish the Sand Dollar subdivision.  
A single-family dwelling and a row of townhouses are located seaward of the project site (see Exhibit 
#8). 

The approved project includes remodeling of and additions to an existing three bedroom single-family 
dwelling, including second-story additions to the family room, bathroom, and kitchen, construction of a 
master suite on the second level, and excavation on the lower level to allow the construction of living 
room and a one-car garage (which will replace an existing carport). The additions will add 
approximately 575 habitable square feet to the residence.  The approved project also includes 
construction of a two-to-three-foot high retaining wall along the northern property line to allow the 
grade around the master bedroom and bathroom to be lowered slightly, which will allow for access 
around the outside of the master suite.  A portion of an existing retaining wall along the new first-floor 
living room will be replaced.   

IV.  Substantial Issue Findings 

A.  Geologic Hazards Policies and Zoning Code Sections 
The Appellant cites the following Santa Cruz County Land Use Plan (LUP) Policies and Zoning Code 
Sections in the appeal: 

LUP Policy 6.2.11 – Geologic Hazards Assessment in Coastal Hazard Areas: 

California Coastal Commission 
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Require a geologic hazards assessment or full geologic report for all development activities 
within coastal hazards areas, including all development activity within 100 feet of a coastal 
bluff.  Other technical reports may be required if significant potential hazards are identified by 
the hazards assessment. 

Policy 6.2.13 – Exception for Foundation Replacement and/or Upgrade: 

Foundation replacement and/or foundation upgrades that meet the definition of development 
activity shall meet the 25-foot minimum and 100-year stability setback requirements.  An 
exception to those requirements may be granted for existing structures that are located partly or 
wholly within the setback if the Planning Director determines that: 1) the area of the structure 
that is within the setback does not exceed 25% of the area of the structure, or; 2) the structure 
cannot be relocated to meet the setback due to inadequate parcel size.  

Zoning Code Section 16.10.070(h) – Permit Conditions Regarding Geologic Hazards – (h) Coastal 
Bluffs and Beaches: 

1. Criteria in Areas Subject to Coastal Bluff Erosion: Projects in areas subject to coastal bluff erosion 
shall meet the following criteria: 

(i) for all development and for non-habitable structures, demonstration of the stability of the site, 
in its current, pre-development application condition, for a minimum of 100 years as determined 
by either a geologic hazards assessment or a full geologic report. 

(ii) for all development, including that which is cantilevered, and for non-habitable structures, a 
minimum setback shall be established at least 25 feet from the top edge of the coastal bluff, or 
alternatively, the distance necessary to provide a stable building site over a 100-year lifetime of 
the structure, whichever is greater. 

(iii) the determination of the minimum setback shall be based on the existing site conditions and 
shall not take into consideration the effect of any proposed protection measures, such as 
shoreline protection structures, retaining walls, or deep piers. 

(iv) foundation replacement and/or foundation upgrades that meet the definition of development 
per Section 16.10.040(s) and pursuant to Section 16.10.040(r), shall meet the setback described 
in Section 16.10.070(h)(1), except that an exception to the setback requirement may be granted 
for existing structures that are wholly or partially within the setback, if the Planning Director 
determines that: 

a) the area of the structure that is within the setback does not exceed 25% of the total 
area of the structure, OR b) the structure cannot be relocated to meet the setback 
because of inadequate parcel size. 

(v) additions, including second story and cantilevered additions, shall comply with the minimum 
25 foot and 100 year setback. 

California Coastal Commission 
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(vi) The developer and/or the subdivider of a parcel or parcels in an area subject to geologic 
hazards shall be required, as a condition of development approval and building permit approval, 
to record a Declaration of Geologic Hazards with the County Recorder. The Declaration shall 
include a description of the hazards on the parcel and the level of geologic and/or geotechnical 
investigation conducted. 

(vii) approval of drainage and landscape plans for the site by the County Geologist. 

(viii) service transmission lines and utility facilities are prohibited unless they are necessary to 
serve existing residences. 

(ix) All other required local, state and federal permits shall be obtained. 

Although not directly cited by the Appellant, LUP Policy 6.2.12 is relevant because it sets the standard 
requirements for setbacks from coastal bluffs: 

LUP Policy 6.2.12 – Setbacks from Coastal Bluffs:  

All development activities, including those which are cantilevered, and non-habitable structures 
for which a building permit is required, shall be set back a minimum of 25 feet from the top edge 
of the bluff.  A setback greater than 25 feet may be required based on conditions on and 
adjoining the site.  The setback shall be sufficient to provide a stable building site over the 100-
year lifetime of the structure, as determined through geologic and/or soil engineering reports.  
The determination of the minimum 100-year setback shall be based on the existing site 
conditions and shall not take into consideration the effect of any proposed shoreline or coastal 
bluff protection measures. 

B.  Geologic Hazards Issues 

1. Determination of 100-Year Setback Line 
The Appellant contends that the approved additions to the house will be located on the coast side of the 
100-year setback line, inconsistent with LUP Policies 6.2.12 and 6.2.13 and Zoning Code Sections 
16.10.070(h)(1)(i) and 16.10.070(h)(1)(ii).  These regulations require that new development be set back 
a minimum of 25 feet from the edge of the bluff or the distance necessary to provide a stable building 
site over a 100-year lifetime of the structure, whichever is greater. 

The Applicants’ geotechnical consultant (Haro, Kasunich and Associates, Inc. (HKA)) determined the 
average erosion rate at the site to be approximately three inches per year and recommended a 25-foot 
minimum setback2 for the great majority of the property, and a 28-foot setback along a small area of the 
southernmost portion of the property where the bluff-top turns at a sharp angle due to massive grading 
of the bluff area undertaken before the Coastal Act went into effect (the County conditioned its approval 

                                                 
2 3 inches per year x 100 years = 300 inches; 300 inches/12 inches/foot = 25 feet. 
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to require that this 28-foot setback area be shown on the site plan – see Exhibit #1, page 9).  The HKA 
setback determination was based on a qualitative slope stability analysis, including sites visits and 
review of available data pertinent to the site and the vicinity.  The County’s staff geologist concurred 
with HKA’s findings. 

The Appellant retained a geotechnical consultant (Gary B. Griggs, Ph.D.), who determined that the 
appropriate erosion rate for this area was an average of 10 inches per year, which in 100 years would 
cause the bluff edge to retreat 83 feet3, approximately 58 feet further inland than the analysis performed 
by the Applicants’ geotechnical consultant.  This setback determination was based on a site visit, review 
of aerial photos taken of the site over a period of years, and FEMA maps.   

The Commission’s staff geologist visited the site on April 13, 2006 and additionally reviewed numerous 
documents relating to the project, as well as oblique aerial photographs of the Sand Dollar Beach 
subdivision available on the California Coastal Records web site.4  The analysis of these documents is 
presented in a Geotechnical Review Memorandum attached as Exhibit #9.  This memorandum states that 
there has been little or no erosion in the 39 years since the “as built” topographic map was prepared of 
the “Finished Contour Lines of Sand Dollar Beach,” after massive grading was undertaken to create the 
Sand Dollar subdivision.  The conclusion is that although “neither that applicant nor the appellant have 
demonstrated a well-justified measured erosion rate for the Ubaldi parcel, I think that a rate closer to 
three inches per year than 10 inches per year is justified for evaluating stability over the next 100 years.”  
This conclusion is based primarily on the fact that the topographic information from 1967 is nearly 
identical to that on a 2003 map prepared by the County, i.e. there is no discernible difference in the 
position of the bluff edge or in the shape of the slope between these two references separated by 36 
years.  The Commission’s staff geologist interprets this to mean that there has been no measurable 
erosion between 1967 and 2003 on the slope directly below the Ubaldi residence, and further notes that 
the high erosion rate estimated by Dr. Griggs based on aerial photographs taken in 1953 and 1994 is 
probably due to the massive grading of the bluff top, bluff edge, and bluff face in 1966 to create the 
Sand Dollar subdivision.  The Commission’s staff geologist’s final conclusion is that the approved 
additions, which are set back more than 25 feet, will not be threatened by coastal erosion over the next 
100 years.  For all the above stated reasons, this aspect of the appeal raises no substantial issue in regard 
to conformity of the approved development with the geologic hazards policies and zoning code sections 
of the certified County of Santa Cruz LCP. 

                                                 
3 10 inches per year x 100 years = 1,000 inches; 1,000 inches/12 inches/foot = 83.3 feet. 
4 http://www.californiacoastline.org/
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2. 28-Foot Required Setback at Southernmost Portion of the Property 
The Appellant contends that the southernmost second-story addition does not comply with the 28-foot 
setback requirement at the southernmost portion of the property (see Exhibit #7 page 1). 

According to the Applicants’ geotechnical consultant, the required setback at the southernmost portion 
of the property increases from 25 to 28 feet because of the unusual configuration of the bluff-top in 
relation to the parcel and the existing residence on the parcel (the house is skewed in relation to the bluff 
edge, with the southernmost portion of the house located closest to the bluff edge and the northernmost 
portion of the house located at the greatest distance from the bluff edge – see Exhibit #7 page 1).  The 
County required that this 28-foot setback be shown on the plans as a condition of approval.  The line 
marked as “Section D-D” on page 1 of Exhibit #7 shows the measurement of the 28-foot setback.  This 
line is drawn appropriately perpendicular to the slope of the bluff face and not to the top of the bluff, 
because the bluff face is not parallel to the bluff top edge (due to the massive grading done in 1966).  
The required setback of 28 feet is noted on Exhibit #7 page 1 as point “A.”  The required setback 
decreases from 28 feet along the line noted as “B-A” until it reaches the required 25-foot setback line at 
point “B.”  The family room addition is located behind the required 100-year setback line, in conformity 
with the requirements of LUP policy 6.2.12.  Thus, this aspect of the appeal raises no substantial issue in 
regard to conformity of the approved development with the geologic hazards policies and zoning code 
sections of the certified County of Santa Cruz LCP. 

3. Prior Grading of Site 
The Appellant also contends that prior grading of the site, which was done in 1966, qualifies as a 
shoreline protection measure and thus should not be taken into consideration in determining the 100-
year setback (see Exhibit #3 page 3 & Exhibit #4 page 4 for this contention).  Santa Cruz County Code 
Section 16.10.070(h)(1)(iii), however, states that: 

(iii) the determination of the minimum setback shall be based on the existing site conditions and 
shall not take into consideration the effect of any proposed protection measures, such as 
shoreline protection structures, retaining walls, or deep piers [bold added].   

The Sand Dollar bluff area was massively graded in 1966.  Thus, the existing site condition at the 
Ubaldi residence, upon which the minimum setback is required to be based, consists of a bluff that has 
been greatly altered by non-natural processes, i.e. the previous grading.  Thus, it is appropriate and 
consistent with Zoning Code Section 16.10.070(h)(1)(iii) to base the setback requirement on the existing 
condition of the bluff and not on the configuration of the bluff prior to 1966.  Furthermore, the 
“proposed protection measures” listed in Zoning Code Section 16.10.070(h)(1)(iii) include “shoreline 
protection structures” such as retaining walls or deep piers.  The previous grading does not constitute a 
“shoreline protection structure.”  For these reasons, this aspect of the appeal raises no substantial issue 
in regard to conformity of the approved development with the geologic hazards policies and zoning code 
sections of the certified County of Santa Cruz LCP. 

California Coastal Commission 
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4. Structure on Coast Side of Setback Line/Structural Protection Measures 
The Appellant contends that the LCP prohibits additions to a structure that is already on the coast side of 
the minimum setback line and that relies on protection measures such as grading, deep pier foundations, 
and retaining walls.  See Exhibits #3 & #4 for the full appeal contentions. 

Santa Cruz County Zoning Code Sections 16.10.070(h)(1)(iii)&(iv) state: 

1. Projects in areas subject to coastal bluff erosion shall meet the following criteria: 

(iii) the determination of the minimum setback shall be based on the existing site conditions and 
shall not take into consideration the effect of any proposed protection measures, such as 
shoreline protection structures, retaining walls, or deep piers. 

(iv) foundation replacement and/or foundation upgrades that meet the definition of development 
per Section 16.10.040(s) and pursuant to Section 16.10.040(r), shall meet the setback described 
in Section 16.10.070(h)(1), except that an exception to the setback requirement may be granted 
for existing structures that are wholly or partially within the setback, if the Planning Director 
determines that: 

a) the area of the structure that is within the setback does not exceed 25% of the total 
area of the structure, OR 

b) the structure cannot be relocated to meet the setback because of inadequate parcel 
size. 

The approved project includes construction of a two-to-three-foot high retaining wall along the northern 
property line to allow the grade around the master suite to be lowered slightly, which will allow for 
access around the outside of the master suite.  A portion of an existing retaining wall near the new first-
floor living room will be replaced (see Exhibit #7 for the location of both of these retaining walls) in 
order to provide better natural light, ventilation, and access for the first-floor living room.  Both of these 
retaining walls are located inland of the 25-foot setback line and thus comply with the 100-year setback 
requirement.   

A portion of the existing home is located seaward of the 100-year setback line.  The approved project 
includes the installation of piers buried below grade along the southern and western portions of the 
existing residence.  According to the Applicants’ geotechnical consultant, the approved piers are not 
necessary for the approved addition, but are instead necessary for the existing residential development 
so that as bluff recession occurs over time, the existing house (a portion of which is located seaward of 
the 100-year setback line) will be structurally supported (see Exhibit #7 page 1).  Santa Cruz County 
Zoning Code Section 16.10.070(h)(1)(iv) allows for exceptions to the setback requirement for 
foundation upgrades if the area of the structure that is seaward of the required setback does not exceed 
25% of the total area of the structure, or if the structure cannot be relocated to meet the setback because 
of inadequate parcel size.  Only approximately 10% to 15% of the existing house is located seaward of 
the 100-year setback line; additionally, the structure cannot be relocated to meet the setback requirement 
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because the parcel is only approximately 3,136 square feet in size.  Thus, the exception to the setback 
requirement in Zoning Code Section 16.10.070(h)(1)(iv) for foundation upgrades has been met.  

Additionally, the Appellant contends that foundations and support for the proposed second-story 
additions constitute “protective measures,” as does the excavation that will be necessary to construct the 
garage (see Exhibit #4, pages 5-6).  However, these foundational and support measures, as well as the 
excavation, are necessary elements of the project, as they would be if the project site were located at an 
inland location.  They do not provide protection from bluff erosion and are located behind the 100-year 
setback line. 

In conclusion, both of the retaining walls are located inland of the 25-foot setback line and thus comply 
with the 100-year setback requirement.  The approved piers will provide support for the portion of the 
existing residence that is located seaward of the required setback line, but are not necessary to support 
the approved additions.  Finally, the piers meet the standards of Zoning Code Regulation 16.10. 
16.10.070(h)(1)(iv) regarding exceptions to foundation upgrades located seaward of required setbacks.  
Finally, the foundational and support measures for the second-story additions to the residence and the 
garage excavation do not constitute “protective measures” from bluff-top erosion. Therefore, this aspect 
of the appeal raises no substantial issue in regard to conformity of the approved development with the 
geologic hazards policies and zoning code regulations of the certified County of Santa Cruz LCP. 
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17 April 2004 

 
 

G E O T E C H N I C A L  R E V I E W  M E M O R A N D U M  
 
To: Susan Craig, Coastal Program Analyst 
From: Mark Johnsson, Staff Geologist 
Re: A-3-SCO-05-066 (Ubaldi) 
 
 
With regard to the above referenced appeal, I have reviewed the following documents: 
 

1) Haro, Kasunich and Associates 2004, "Geotechnical Investigation, Proposed Ubaldi 
Residence Addition and Remodel", 22 p. geotechnical report dated 29 June 2004 
and signed by J. E. Kasunich (GE 455) and W. E. St. Clair. 

 
2) County of Santa Cruz, 2004, “Review of geotechnical investigation by Haro, Kasunich 

and Associates, Inc. dated: June 29, 2004, Project No. SC8592, APN: 046-341-23, 
Application No.: 04-0018,” 2p. letter to Robert Goldspick dated 13 August 2004 and 
signed by Joe Hanna (County Geologist; CEG 1313) 

 
3) Haro, Kasunich and Associates 2005, "Response to Santa Cruz County Planning 

Departments geotechnical concerns, Letter dated 13 August 2004 from Joe Hanna, 
County Geologist, Proposed Ubaldi Residence Addition and Remodel", 3 p. letter 
report dated 13 April 2005 and signed by J. E. Kasunich (GE 455). 

 
4) Gary Griggs 2005, “Review of coastal bluff issues, 807 The Shoreline, La Selva 

Beach”, 8 p. undated letter report signed by G. B. Griggs (CEG). 
 

5) Haro, Kasunich and Associates 2005, "Review of Coastal Bluff Recession Issues, 
Proposed Ubaldi Residence Addition and Remodel", 4 p. letter report dated 1 June 
2005 and signed by M. Foxx (CEG 1443) and J. E. Kasunich (GE 455). 

 
6) Haro, Kasunich and Associates 2005, "Coastal bluff issues, Proposed Ubaldi 

Residence Addition and Remodel", 2 p. letter report dated 21 June 2005 and signed 
by J. E. Kasunich (GE 455). 

 
7) Gary Griggs 2005, "Review of coastal bluff issues, 807 The Shoreline, La Selva 

Beach", 10 p. letter report dated 24 June 2005 and signed by G. B. Griggs (CEG). 
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8) Haro, Kasunich and Associates 2005, "Response to Gary Griggs letter dated June 

24, 2005, Coastal Bluff Recession Rates, Ubaldi Residence Remodel Addition", 4 p. 
letter report dated 15 July 2005 and signed by J. E. Kasunich (GE 455). 

 
9) County of Santa Cruz, 2005, “Application 04-0018,” 3p. memorandum to David 

Keyon dated 15 July 2005 and signed by Joe Hanna (County Geologist, CEG 1313) 
 

10) Haro, Kasunich and Associates 2005, "Appeal from coastal permit decision of local 
government #A-3-SCO-05-066, Ubaldi Residence", 2 p. letter report dated 10 
October 2005 and signed by M. Foxx (CEG 1493) and J. E. Kasunich (GE 455). 

 
11) Haro, Kasunich and Associates 2006, "Ron and Esther Ubaldi Home Addition", 2 p. 

letter report dated 31 January 2006 and signed by J. E. Kasunich (GE 455). 
 

12) Wittwer and Parkin, LLP, 2006 “Ubaldi—County of Santa Cruz Application No. 4-
0018, Coastal Commission Appeal No. A-3-SCO-05-066,” 9 page letter to Susan 
Craig and David Keyon dated 8 March 2006 and signed by Jonathan Wittwer. 

 
13) Myer and Baumback, 1965, “Tentative map of Sand Dollar Beach,” scale 1” = 60’, 1 
sheet. 
 
14) Myer and Baumback, 1967, “Finished contour lines, Sand Dollar Beach,” scale 1” = 

50’, 1 sheet. 
 
 
I have examined all of the aerial photographs, maps, and other material contained within these 
documents, as well as all of the oblique aerial photographs available on the California Coastal Records 
website. In addition, I visited the site on 13 April 2006. 
 
The appellant contends that the County’s minimum bluff edge setback of 25 feet will not be sufficient to 
protect the proposed additions for their 100 year expected economic life. Relying primarily on 
references (4) and (7), the appellant contends that coastal erosion is likely to erode 83 feet at the site 
over the next 100 years, placing the additions to the proposed home in jeopardy long before the end of 
their expected design life. I note that the residence itself encroaches as close as 15 feet to the current 
bluff edge, so it will be placed at risk prior to the additions that are the subject of this appeal. 
 
Reference (1) uses an indirect methodology (referred to in the report as “qualitative”) to approximate the 
position of the top of the bluff in one hundred years. This methodology first assumes, based on 
“previous geotechnical and geologic investigations,” that there will be 14 feet of vertical scour at the toe 
of the bluff over the next 100 years. Next, it is assumed that this scour will result in 20 feet of lateral 
landward recession of the toe of the bluff, and that there will be a slight flattening of the existing slope 
(to a stable 1.5:1 slope). The result of these process would then be a landward recession of the bluff 
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edge of 25 feet over the next 100 years, or an average rate of three inches per year. This coincidentally 
corresponds to the County’s minimum bluff edge setback. Since the additions are more than 25 feet 
from the bluff edge, the report concludes that they will be safe. Any foundation elements landward of 25 
feet should, however, be supported by underpinning. This proposed setback was refined as a result of 
the County’s initial review (reference 2), by applying these calculations to three additional cross 
sections through the bluff. Reference (3) then recommends a 25 foot setback for the northern parts of the 
property, and a 28 foot setback at the southernmost part of the property. References (1) and (3) contain 
other geologic information and geotechnical recommendations that have not been challenged by the 
appellant, nor do I question this information or recommendations. 
 
The appellant retained Dr. Gary Griggs, who, citing his work and those of his students, makes three 
main points in reference (4). First, several large bluff collapses occurred in the area as the result of the 
1989 Loma Prieta earthquake. Although the Ubaldi parcel was not affected, a similar earthquake could 
affect the site in the future. Second, citing a FEMA-funded study carried out by him and his students 
(Moore et al., 1999), he concludes that the bluff will erode much more than 25 feet in the next 100 
years. In this study, the bluff edge was located on transects measured every 30 meters along shore on 
rectified aerial photographs taken in 1953 and 1994, and spanning the La Selva bluffs. The authors 
extrapolated the erosion rate calculated from these measurements to locate the future bluff edge at the 
end of 60 years, which at the Ubaldi parcel was about 50 feet landward of the 1994 bluff edge. 
Extrapolating this erosion rate 100 years into the future would result in a bluff edge 83 feet from the 
1994 bluff edge. Finally, he notes continuing bluff instability (recognized mostly by lack of vegetation) 
in oblique aerial photographs from the California Coastal Records web site. 
 
There are many arguments and counter arguments made in references (5), (6), (7), (8), (10), and (11). 
The County’s geologist sided with the applicant in reference (9). Below I analyze what I consider to be 
the most significant arguments (on both sides) regarding stability of the site. 
 
 
 
The Haro, Kasunich, and Associate analysis is qualitative and not based on actual bluff edge 
measurements. 
 
I concur with the assertion in references (4) and (7) that no data are presented to support the 
assumptions inherent in the “qualitative” slope stability analysis in reference (1), nor were supporting 
data provided in any of the other references. Further, the indirect methodology applied in reference (1) is 
somewhat unusual; it seems to me that more direct historic measurements of the bluff edge position 
through time, such as done by Moore et al. (1999), are preferable to projecting hypothetical processes 
into the future. 
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The Moore et al. analysis is not site-specific and indicates much higher erosion rates near the 
Ubaldi site than up- and down-coast. 
 
To the contrary, the analysis reported on in Moore et al. made use of transects spaced at 30-m intervals 
and brackets the Ubaldi site nicely. The rates reported for the one mile section upcoast are reported to be 
about 8.9 inches per year (reference 5), or very close to the rate calculated for the Ubaldi property, 
which is indicated to be 10 inches per year in reference (7) . Rates downcoast are more difficult to 
evaluate because of development on the bluff top and bluff face.  
 
 
 
The Moore et al. analysis may have been biased by extensive grading that occurred when the Sand 
Dollar subdivision was established in 1966. 
 
Although the exact way that the grading, which lowered the bluff by nearly 40 feet, might have affected 
the position of the bluff edge interpreted from aerial photographs is difficult to evaluate, it is certain that 
grading at the bluff edge would alter the apparent position, and may have made identification of the 
natural bluff edge difficult or impossible in subsequent photographs. 
 
 
 
There has been little or no erosion at the site in the 39 years since the 1967 “as built” topographic 
map (reference 14) was prepared. 
 
To me, this is the most telling point in this appeal. The appellant contends, and I concur, that the 
topographic information on reference (14) is nearly identical to that on a 2003 map prepared by the 
county and included in reference (6). There is no discernable difference in the position of the bluff edge 
or in the shape of the slope. The pad at the end of “The Shoreline” is shown at an elevation of 
approximately 54 feet on both maps, confirming that they are based on the same datum. On the 1967 
map, I found the 20 foot contour to be located approximately 77 feet seaward of the edge of the cul-de-
sac at the end of “The Shoreline,” as measured perpendicular to the bluff edge. On the 2003 map, the 20 
foot contour actually was further seaward than on the 1967 map, approximately 87 feet seaward of the 
cul-de-sac. I take these data to indicate that there has been no measurable erosion between 1967 and 
2003 on the slope directly below the Ubaldi residence. All of the erosion measured between 1953 and 
1994 must thus have occurred before 1967. If the average erosion rate between 1953 and 1994 averaged 
10 inches per year, as indicated in reference (7), then 34 feet of erosion must have occurred—all of it 
between 1953 and 1967 (an average rate of over 29 inches per year). There is no evidence of such a high 
rate of erosion nor of a single erosion event resulting in 34 feet of bluff loss during that time. What did 
occur during that time, however, was massive grading of the bluff top, bluff edge, and bluff face. I feel 
that the most likely explanation for the high erosion rate reported by Moore et al. at the subject site was 
misidentification of the natural bluff edge in the 1994 photo—there was no identifiable natural bluff 
edge at that time as a result of the grading. 
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Summary and Recommendation 
 
In my opinion, the three inch per year erosion rate cited by Haro, Kasunich, and Associates is not well 
supported. In the past, I have generally considered the FEMA-funded study undertaken by Griggs and 
his students to represent the current “state of the art” in deriving erosion rates from aerial photography. 
Given the grading, and the demonstrated lack of appreciable erosion since 1967, I think it likely, 
however, that the rate at the Ubaldi site is greatly overstated, even if the rates genuinely have been much 
higher over the same time period just upcoast. Although I feel that neither the applicant nor the appellant 
have demonstrated a well-justified measured erosion rate for the Ubaldi parcel, I think that a rate closer 
to three inches per year than 10 inches per year is justified for evaluating stability over the next 100 
years. Accordingly, although I recognize that there is no question that the existing residence is sited too 
close to the bluff edge, I feel that the additions, set back more than 25 feet, will not be threatened by 
coastal erosion over the next 100 years. 
 
 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Mark Johnsson, Ph.D., CEG, CHG 
Staff Geologist 
 
 
Further references cited: 
 
Moore, L.J., Benumof, B.T., and Griggs, G.B., 1999, Coastal erosion hazards in Santa Cruz and San 

Diego counties, California: Journal of Coastal Research, v. 28, p. 121-139. 
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