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M E M O R A N D U M 
 
 
FROM: John Dixon, Ph.D. 
  Ecologist / Wetland Coordinator 

TO: Meg Vaughn 

SUBJECT: Raptor Habitat at Parkside 

DATE:  July 28, 2006 

Documents reviewed: 
 
Bomkamp, T. (Glenn Lukos Associates).  May 29, 2004.  Raptor usage and nesting 
study of the Parkside Estates property, City of Huntington Beach, Orange County, 
California.  An updated letter report to R. Metzler (Shea Homes).  Original report was 
dated January 7, 2004. 
 
Harrison, J. (LSA).  March 31, 2006.  Memorandum to J. Dixon and M. Vaughn (CCC) 
re: “Response to Mark Bixby’s raptor update.” 
 
LSA.  May 11, 2006.  Analysis of raptor use of the eucalyptus groves adjacent to Shea 
Homes Parkside Estates. 
 
Bloom, P. (consulting zoologist).  June 8, 2006.  Letter report to M. Stirdivant (Bolsa 
Chica Land Trust) concerning raptor use of eucalyptus trees along the edge of the 
Bolsa Chica mesa and of adjacent areas. 
 
Moore, K. (raptor biologist).  July 13, 2006.  Letter to J. Dixon (CCC) detailing field 
observations that were summarized in Bloom (2006), above. 
 
The palm trees and eucalyptus trees that border the Bolsa Chica mesa have been 
considered important habitat for raptors by the resource agencies since at least 19791.  
On the early maps, the eucalyptus ESHA was truncated by a straight line along the 
extension of Bolsa Chica Street.  This did not correspond with any natural feature and 
there is no functional distinction between the more-or-less continuous line of trees to the 
west and east of that line.  The Coastal Commission has recognized the eucalyptus 
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1 U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service.  May 1979.  U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service special report:  Bolsa Chica Area.   
Prepared by Ecological Services, Laguna Niguel, California; California Department of Fish and Game (CDFG).  
June 3, 1982.  Environmentally sensitive areas at Bolsa Chica. 
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trees, including the line of trees that extends east of Bolsa Chica Street2, as an 
Environmentally Sensitive Habitat Area (ESHA) because of the important ecological 
functions they provide to many species of raptors and other birds of prey who use the 
trees for perching, roosting and nesting and for hunting and safe movement corridors.   
 
The grove of eucalyptus trees at the base of the mesa at the northern boundary of the 
Shea Parkside property provides the same type of ecological services as do the rest of 
the trees bordering the mesa.  The following species have been observed in the north 
grove:  white-tailed kite, merlin, red-shouldered hawk, turkey vulture, great horned owl, 
barn owl, peregrine falcon, Cooper’s hawk, red-tailed hawk, and osprey.  Of these, red-
tailed hawk, Cooper’s hawk, osprey, barn owl, and turkey vulture have been observed 
perching or roosting and Cooper’s hawks were observed to nest there in 2005 and 
2006.  The presence of an old nest thought to have been built by great horned owls 
suggests that the grove has also supported nesting birds of prey in previous years.  LSA 
(2006) calculates that 26% of the raptor observations made by local citizens were in the 
north grove.  However, LSA suggests that this is a reason why the north grove should 
not be considered ESHA.  Other reasons are:  1. “primary” use of the north grove is 
limited to red-tailed hawks (a common species) and Cooper’s hawks (a species 
“adapted” to residential development); 2. several other species are adapted to urban 
settings; 3. the entire eucalyptus grove is not natural;  4. raptor predation of other 
sensitive bird species in the lowlands is a problem; 5. there is heavy human pedestrian 
traffic around the north grove.  Most of these objections to eucalyptus ESHA were also 
raised by LSA relative to Hearthside Homes’s Brightwater application and were implicitly 
rejected by the Commission in its adopted findings that recognized the eucalyptus trees 
as ESHA.  The only new argument is that the northern grove is used somewhat less 
than the other areas and most heavily by two species.  The important facts are that 
these trees provide the same services to raptors as do the rest of the trees bordering 
the mesa and that the raptor habitat at Bolsa Chica, of which these trees are a 
significant part, supports a remarkable diversity of birds of prey.  The guild of avian 
predators interacts importantly with the rest of this ecosystem and should be protected.  
It is also noteworthy that a small cluster of monarch butterflies were observed roosting 
in the north grove during fall, 2005. 
 
The northern grove of eucalyptus trees is especially valuable because of its role in the 
ecosystem of providing perching, roosting, and nesting opportunities, hunting areas, 
and safe movement corridors for a diverse assemblage of raptor sprecies.  Therefore, 
the northern grove meets the definition of ESHA in the Coastal Act.  I recommend that 
this ESHA be provided with a 100-meter buffer.  The inner two-thirds of the buffer 
should be restored to natural habitat that would provide foraging opportunities for 
raptors.  The outer one-third of the buffer would be appropriate for passive recreation 
such as hiking trails, benches, picnic tables (with covered trash receptacles), etc.  The 
landform within the buffer area should not be significantly altered as a result of adjacent 
development activities. 

                                            
2 The Commission adopted findings for Hearthside Homes Brightwater development on October 13, 2005 that 
included this section of trees as part of the ESHA.  LSA (2006) is incorrect in asserting that this is an area that I am 
currently proposing as an “ESHA addition.” 
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FROM: John Dixon, Ph.D. 
  Ecologist  

TO: Meg Vaughn 

SUBJECT: California Gnatcatchers and Southern Tarplant at Parkside  

DATE:  December 19, 2006 

Documents Reviewed: 
 
Erickson, R. (LSA).  November 13, 2006.  California gnatcatcher use of the Parside 
Estates Property.  Memorandum to J. Dixon and K. Schwing (CCC). 
 
Harrison, J. (LSA).  November 10, 2006.  Results of focused southern tarplant 
(Centromadia parryi ssp. australis) survey, Parkside Estates project site, Huntington 
Beach, California 
 
Stirdivant, M. (Bolsa Chica Land Trust).  August 3, 2006.  Letter to Chairman Caldwell 
and Commissioners re Parkside. 
 
California Gnatcatchers 
 
California gnatcatchers (Polioptila californica californica) are listed as “threatened” 
under the Endangered Species Act.  Gnatcatchers have been present in the vicinity of 
the Bolsa Chica mesa since at least September 2004.  Both LSA biologists and 
members of the public (e.g., M. Bixby email November 30, 2004) have observed 
gnatcatchers on many occasions.  In both 2005 and 2006, California gnatcatchers 
successfully nested in the coastal sage scrub1 growing on the southern bluff of the 
mesa and foraged there until their young fledged.  LSA has designated this area as the 
birds’ “core territory.”  Subsequently, both adults and young were observed in nearby 
areas foraging in a variety of habitats, including ruderal vegetation.  After the breeding 
season, gnatcatchers may be found in a wide variety of habitats, especially during fall 
dispersal2.  Although it is my professional opinion that the foraging habitat outside the 
coastal sage scrub at Bolsa Chica does not meet the definition of Environmentally 
Sensitive Habitat Area (ESHA) under the Coastal Act, it is worth noting that the areas of 
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1 In a previous action (Hearthside Homes App. 5-05-020; Revised Findings 10-13-05), the Commission found this 
coastal sage scrub habitat to be an Environmentally Sensitive Habitat Area. 
2 Atwood, J.L and D.R. Bontrager.  2001.  California Gnatcatcher (Polioptila californica).  In The Birds of North 
America, No. 574 (A. Poole, and F. Gill, Eds.). Philadelphia: The Academy of Natural Sciences 
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marginal habitat where gnatcatchers have been observed are not proposed for 
development. 
 
Southern Tarplant 
 
Southern tarplant (Centromedia parryi ssp. australis) is a California Native Plant Society 
“1b.1” species3.  CNPS “1b” species are eligible for listing under the California 
Endangered Species Act and significant occurrences of such rare species meet the 
definition of ESHA under the Coastal Act.  For example, in its action on Hearthside 
Homes’s Brightwater application, the Commission found that both the area on the lower 
bench that supported thousands of individuals of southern tarplant and the area around 
the seasonal pond on the upper bench that supported hundreds of individuals during 
some years met the definition of ESHA.  Scattered individuals on the upper bench of the 
mesa were not included in the ESHA designation.  A focused survey of the Parkside site 
in fall, 2006 documented the presence of 42 individual southern tarplant distributed in 6 
locations.  The densest area contained 23 plants.  In contrast to the habitats on the 
Bolsa Chica mesa, the scattered areas containing southern tarplant on the Parkside 
property do not appear to be significant habitat for this species, and it is my opinion that 
these areas do not meet the definition of ESHA under the Coastal Act.  The proposed 
flood protection berm would cover an area that supported 5 plants in 2006 and the 
natural water treatment berms and ponds would cover an area that supported 15 plants 
in 2006.  Appropriate mitigation for this loss of coastal resources would be the planting 
of tarplant along the edge of wetland “AP”. 
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3 LIST 1B: Rare, threatened, or endangered in California and elsewhere; 0.1: Seriously endangered in California 
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FROM: John Dixon, Ph.D. 
  Ecologist / Wetland Coordinator 

TO: Meg Vaughn 

SUBJECT: Parkside Estates 

DATE:  January 25, 2007 

Documents reviewed: 
 
L.L. Lee and P. Fielder (Entrix).  December 14, 2006.  Letter report to M. Stirdivant 
(Bolsa Chica Land Trust) regarding:  “Peer review and recommendations concerning 
wetland delineations on the Shea/Parkside property, Huntington Beach, Orange County. 
 
J. Dixon (CCC).  December 15, 2006.  Email to L. Lee and P. Fiedler (Entrix) regarding 
their December 14, 2006 report on wetlands at the Shea property. 
 
L. Lee (Entrix).  December 27, 2006.  Email to J. Dixon (CCC) responding to December 
15, 2006 email queries. 
 
T. Bomkamp (Glenn Lukos Assoc.), A. Homrighausen (LSA), and M. Josselyn (WRA).  
January 18, 2006 [should be 2007].  Letter to M. Vaughn (CCC) regarding: “Entrix report 
…and responses to e-mails from Dr. John Dixon (dated January 5, 2007) [apparently 
should be December 15, 2006] and Dr. Lyndon lee (dated December 27, 2006).” 
 
T. Bomkamp (Glenn Lukos Assoc.), A. Homrighausen (LSA), and M. Josselyn (WRA).  
January 18, 2007.  Letter to M. Vaughn and J. Dixon (CCC) regarding: “Comments 
regarding December 14, 2006.  Entrix letter report (Entrix report) addressed to Mr. Marc 
Stirdivant, Balsa Chica Land Trust.” 
 
S. Lohman (LSA).  January 18, 2007.  Memorandum to J. Harrison (LSA) regarding: 
“Shea Homes/Parkside Estates property - hydric soil assessment.” 
 
T. Bomkamp (Glenn Lukos Assoc.), A. Homrighausen (LSA), and M. Josselyn (WRA).  
January 18, 2007.  Letter to M. Vaughn and J. Dixon (CCC) regarding:  Response to 
request for additional vegetation data and comments addressing Dr. Lyndon Lee e-mail 
response to your e-mail dated December 15, 2006.” 
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Dr. Lyndon Lee and Dr. Peggy Fiedler were commissioned by the Bolsa Chica Land 
Trust to make a one-day field visit to the Shea/Parkside property to assess wetland 
conditions on the site and make an independent determination of the accuracy and 
adequacy of the wetland delineations that have been conducted by the wetland 
consultants for Shea Homes and by Coastal Commission staff.  They concluded that (1) 
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the extent of wetland areas “AP” and “WP,” as mapped by Commission staff are 
underestimates, (2) a dug channel in the southwest corner of the site meets the Coastal 
Commission definition of wetland due to the presence of hydric soils and wetland 
vegetation, and (3) the elliptical area at the site of the old horse arena “likely” has hydric 
soils.  These conclusions were based largely on professional judgment.  There were no 
quantitative estimates of cover or predominance of wetland indicator species.  Sixteen 
soil pits were dug and the soil characterized.  The soil at five locations was judged to be 
hydric or “probably hydric” based on field indicators of ponding, which was assumed to 
have had a duration of at least 7 days.  Estimates of the duration of ponding made by a 
local citizen were also considered, but not critically reviewed.  Dr. Lee characterized the 
intent of their efforts as follows:  “Please understand that we were on the ground to spot 
check - not to delineate.  We would suggest that the immediate practical use you could 
make of our efforts goes directly to insisting on being in the field to delineate with a 
qualified team in the right season….” 
 
The consultants for Shea Homes have provided lengthy technical rebuttals to the 
assertions in the Entrix report and have reiterated their previous conclusion that there 
are no wetlands on the portion of the property that is proposed for development - in 
particular the areas designated “AP” and “WP.”  They also conducted some additional 
field work and quantitatively documented that most areas under discussion do not 
currently have a preponderance of wetland indicator species. 
 
There is nothing in any of these reports that warrants a change to the recommendations 
in my memorandum to you dated July 27, 2006.  The consultants for the Bolsa Chica 
Land Trust acknowledge the presence of wetlands at “AP” and “WP,” but suggest that 
they are actually somewhat larger than delineated, and also suggest that wetlands may 
be present at at least two other locations.  However, they provide no data upon which to 
base a delineation of additional wetland areas.  The consultants for Shea Homes 
provide some additional quantitative vegetation data.  However, I do not think that either 
the widespread occurrence of wetland indicator species documented by the consultants 
for the Land Trust or the lack of a preponderance of such species in several areas 
documented by Shea Homes’ consultants is particularly useful.  The majority of the area 
is still under the influence of agricultural practices.  The “AP” and “WP” were only 
recently fenced.  The vegetation community will be very difficult to interpret for years, as 
is discussed in more detail in my earlier memorandum. 
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GEOTECHNICAL REVIEW MEMORANDUM 
 
To: Meg Vauughn, Coastal Program Analyst 
From: Mark Johnsson, Staff Geologist 
Re: Characterization of bluff at Parkside Estates site 
 
I am in receipt of two email messages from Mr. Jan Vandersloot, dated 3 August 2006 and 
26 November 2006, and a letter from Eileen Murphy dated 8 December 2006. The gist of all 
three communications is that the southeast-facing bluff at the northwestern corner of the 
Parkside Estates property owned by Shea Homes should be considered a “coastal bluff” 
under California Code of Regulations, Title 14 (“14 CCR”), §13577(h), which states, in 
pertinent part:   
 

Coastal bluff shall mean: 
 
 (1) those bluffs, the toe of which is now or was historically (generally within 

the last 200 years) subject to marine erosion; and 
 
 (2) those bluffs, the toe of which is not now or was not historically subject to 

marine erosion, but the toe of which lies within an area otherwise identified in 
Public Resources Code Section 30603(a)(1) or (a)(2). 

 
As I reported in my review memo of 24 July 2006, it is my opinion (and, I believe, the 
consensus of the geological community) that the subject bluff was carved by the ancestral 
Santa Ana river as it meandered across the Bolsa Chica lowlands over the recent geologic 
past. In contrast to, for example, Huntington Cliffs to the southeast, the dominant force 
responsible for creating the bluffs was river erosion, not marine erosion. For this reason, 
from a genetic and geomorphologic perspective, this bluff clearly is not a coastal bluff. 
 
Mr. Vandersloot and Ms. Murphy argue that the toe of this bluff was “most probably subject 
to marine erosion within the past 200 years” by citing an 1873 T-sheet that shows tidal 
channels adjacent to the toe of the bluff. I concur that there is strong evidence that there were 
tidal wetlands in the Bolsa Chica lowlands prior to dike construction in the early twentieth 
century, but tidal wetlands generally are not the site of extensive marine erosion. Indeed, they 
are commonly depositional, not erosional, and serve as an efficient buffer from marine 
erosion. There may have been isolated erosion on the outer curves of the meanders of some 
of the tidal channels, but this does not constitute “marine erosion” in the way that most 
geologists would use the term. 
 

 
HNB-MAJ-1-06
  California Coastal    

Commission 



Both authors cite several other points that indicate to them that the bluff should be considered 
a coastal bluff.  
 
Mr. Vandersloot refers to the Statewide Interpretive Guidelines that define a bluff as having a 
minimum vertical relief of 10 feet, and correctly notes that the bluff has a vertical relief of 
40-50 feet. There is no dispute that the topographical features at northwestern corner of the 
subjet property do, indeed, constitute “bluffs.” However, the referenced guidelines do not 
address the question of whether they are “coastal” bluffs. As indicated above, from a 
geomorphologic perspective, they are river bluffs, not coastal bluffs. 
 
Mr. Vandersloot also points out that the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers required a Section 10 
Rivers and Harbors Act permit for “this property” (to which property he is referring I am not 
sure), and in doing so acknowledged an historic connection to the sea. Again, there is no 
doubt that the Bolsa Chica wetlands were (and are once more) connected to the sea. But this 
does not mean that the bluffs overlooking these wetlands are coastal bluffs, either genetically 
or statutorily. 
 
Mr. Vandersloot indicates that the bluffs lie between the first public road and the sea (the 
tidal Bolsa Chica wetlands). Mr. Vandersloot presumably finds that relevant because 14 CCR 
§13577(h)(2) defines “coastal bluff” to include “those bluffs, the toe of which . . . lies within 
an area otherwise identified in Public Resources Code Section 30603(a)(1) or (a)(2),” and 
those sections reference development “between the sea and the first public road paralleling 
the sea.”  However, the official  Post LCP Certification Permit and Appeal Jurisdiction Map 
(revised 26 May 1981) indicates that Pacific Coast Highway is the first public road from the 
sea. Whether some road other than Pacific Coast Highway should be mapped as the first 
public road is beyond the scope of this memo.  This memo therefore expresses no opinion 
regarding whether the bluffs at issue here meet the legal definitions of a coastal bluff under 
CCR 14 §13577(h)(2) based on their toe being located between the sea and the first public 
road paralleling the sea. 
 
Both authors present photographs of Pectin shells on and imbedded in the bluff face. It is not 
entirely clear to me what they feel that this demonstrates. Ms. Murphy writes that “this, 
shows that the toe of the bluff was not [emphasis added] historically subject to marine 
erosion but that the toe lies within an area otherwise identified in Public Resources Code 
Section 30603 (a) (1) or (2).” I do not understand how the shells show that. Further, the 
presence of shells in or on the bluff face hardly demonstrates historic marine erosion within 
the past 200 years for any of the following reasons: 
 

- The shells may be more than 200 years old 
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- The shells may, in fact, be of the same age as the marine terrace deposits that make 
up the bluff, and indicate marine conditions when these sediments were deposited. 

 
or, and I believe most likely 
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- The shells may represent debris from the extensive Native American archeological 
site that occupied the bluff top in this vicinity prior to its removal for construction 
of Hearthside Home’s Brightwater Development. Extensive midden deposits were 
part of this site, and it is logical to believe that other middens and debris might be 
located nearby, such as at the Shea property. 

 
In summary, I believe that the bluff at the Shea Home property is best described as a river 
bluff and is not a coastal bluff in a genetic or geomorphic sense. I take no position on the 
legal question of what constitutes the first public road paralleling the sea, however, so to my 
knowledge it is possible that a correction or update to that designation could place these river 
bluffs in the statutorily defined category of coastal bluff as allowed by 14 CCR §13577(h)(2) 
and Public Resources Code section 30603(a)(1).  
 
I hope that this review is helpful. Please do not hesitate to contact me if you have further 
questions. 
 
 
 
 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Mark Johnsson, Ph.D., CEG, CHG 
Staff Geologist 
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GEOTECHNICAL REVIEW MEMORANDUM 
 
To: Meg Vaughn, Coastal Program Analyst 
From: Mark Johnsson, Staff Geologist 
Re: Tidal flooding issues at Parkside Estates site  
 
 
With regard to the above-referenced project and issue, I have reviewed the following documents: 
 

1) County of Orange, 2006, "Development plans for the Bolsa Chica Lowlands restoration", 2 p. 
letter addressed to James Trout and Jack Fancher dated 28 August 2006 and signed by N. 
Majaj (PE). 

 
2) City of Huntington Beach, 2006, "Bolsa Chica Wetlands flood protection", 1 p. letter addressed 

to James Trout and Jack Fancher dated 7 September 2006 and signed by T. Hopkins (PE). 
 

3) Hunsaker and Associates, 2006, "Coastal Commission e-mail dated August 23, 2006 response 
to questions--LCPA No. 1-06; CDP Application No. 5-06-327", 6 p. letter addressed to Meg 
Vaughn dated 21 September 2006 and signed by S.E. Barnhart (CE 25167). 

4) Exponent, 2006, "Bolsa Chica "pocket": Flood and tidal protection for existing homes and 
Parkside Estates", 11 p. technical memorandum dated 21 September 2006 and signed by 
N.M. Jordan (PE 44012). 

 
 

5) U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, 2006, "Concerns for ocean flooding between the Bolsa Chica 
Mesa and the East Garden Grove-Wintersburg Flood Channel", 4 p. letter addressed to 
Nadeem Majaj, Robert Beardsley, and Peter Douglas dated 24 October 2006 and signed by 
J.M. Fancher. 

 
6) Exponent, 2006, "Review of U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service letter of October 24, 2006 re Bolsa 

Chica restoration pocket", 23 p. technical memorandum dated 31 October 2006 and signed 
by N.M. Jordan (PE 44012). 

 
In addition, I have had numerous conversations with Neil Jordan (Exponent) and Steve Barnhart 
(Hunsaker and Associates), hydrologic consultants for the project. I also have discussed the 
project with Travis Hopkins (City Engineer, City of Huntington Beach), Nadeem Majaj 
(Manager, Flood Control Division, County of Orange), Jack Fanscher (Bolsa Chica Restoration 
Project Manager, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service), and Michael McCarthy (Moffat-Nichol, 
consultant to the Bolsa Chica Restoration Project). I have visited the site numerous times, and 
have twice viewed the “oil field road” discussed below at periods of very high tide (4 to 6 feet, 
MLLW, NGVD29; all subsequent vertical elevations in this memo refer to this datum unless 
otherwise indicated). 
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The applicants propose to construct a “Vegetated Flood Protection Feature” (VFPF) at the 
southwestern corner of the Parkside Estates development, that would extend from the northern 
levee of the East Garden Grove-Wintersburg Flood Control Channel (EGGWFCC) to the river 
bluff to the north. This VFPF, essentially an earthen levee with an internal sheet pile wall, was 
required by both the City and the County in their earlier approvals of the project. It is my 
understanding that this requirement was imposed as a result of a Conditional Letter of Map 
Revision (CLOMR) issued by the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA). In 
conjunction with improvements to the EGGWFCC northern levee, the VFPF would allow the 
Parkside Estates site, as well as a large area of the City of Huntington Beach to the northeast, to 
be removed from the functional floodplain as defined by FEMA. There is some flexibility in the 
allowable location and structure of the VFPF, but it must extend from the northern levee of the 
EGGWFCC to the river bluff to the north, have an elevation of at least 11 feet, and meet FEMA 
design requirements (44 CFR Ch. 1 § 65.10) in order to allow these areas to be removed from the 
FEMA-defined floodplain. It is impossible to site the VFPF in an area that is not either within 
mapped Eucalyptus-ESHA, wetlands, or their buffers as recommended by staff. 
 
The VFPF was initially deemed necessary because the levees of the EGGWFCC are uncertified 
and generally believed to be insufficient to withstand a 100-year storm event. Although the 
northern levee will be upgraded along the Parkside Estate site as part of the project, failure of the 
levee downstream of the development would allow waters to enter not only the Parkside Estates 
site, but also an area of approximately 170 acres, developed with approximately 800 homes, 
within the City of Huntington Beach. This is the existing condition, and this is why FEMA has 
currently defined this area as lying within the 100-year floodplain. 
 
In July 2006, the area between the northern levee of the EGGWFCC and the river bluff 
downstream (southwest) of the Parkside Estates site was connected to the ocean and opened to 
tidal flow as part of the Bolsa Chica Restoration Project. Two four foot by four foot box culverts 
were opened through the EGGWFCC levee at its downstream extremity, connecting Inner Bolsa 
Bay with this area, known as the “Pocket.” Although originally designed to function as a “muted 
tidal” wetland, eyewitness accounts indicate that the entire area is now routinely flooded to a 
depth of several feet. On both occasions that I examined the site during periods of high tide, I 
observed this to be the case. The incursion of seawater is halted at a dirt road, on an elevated bed, 
that was constructed across the Pocket during oil field operations in the early twentieth century. 
This road crosses the EGGWFCC and extends across the Pocket to Bolsa Mesa. The road, 
originally at an elevation of less than 4 feet, was never intended to function as a levee. 
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Concern that failure of this de facto levee, either by overtopping or by seepage, would result in a 
flood hazard to the development to the north and east (with elevations as low as –4 feet) 
prompted both the County of Orange and the City of Huntington Beach to request re-evaluation 
of the hydrologic characteristics of the muted tidal flow in the Pocket, and a request that it be 
included in the FEMA certification of the levees for the Bolsa Chica Restoration Project 
(references 1 and 2). According to my conversations with Mr. Jack Fanscher, the Fish and 
Wildlife Service responded to the perceived threat by adding fill to the oil field road, raising its 
elevation. According to surveys performed by the applicant, the minimum surface elevation of 
the road is now approximately 7.6 feet. 
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Coastal Commission staff expressed concerns that the VFPF would impact ESHA or ESHA 
buffers. Numerous meetings and discussions ensued concerning the need for the VFPF, as well 
as various alternative options for its location or construction. These questions were addressed in 
references 3 and 4.  
 
Reference 3 provides design constraints on the VFPF. Essentially any structure that is consistent 
with 44 CFR Ch. 1 § 65.10 can be used; ranging from a vertical floodwall to a broad earthen 
levee. The latter was chosen as it seems to be least visually intrusive and the relatively gently 
sloping sides can support habitat. Reference 4 summarizes previous hydrologic analyses (also 
cited in my 24 July 2006 Geotechnical Review Memorandum), and includes a “focused pocket 
flood and tidal protection analysis.” This analysis makes use of the U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers UNET one-dimensional, unsteady flow mathematical model. The model was 
constrained to have no levee breaches in the EGGWFCC upstream of the box culverts 
connecting to Inner Bolsa Bay. Citing apparent seepage failures already occurring in the oil field 
road, this de facto levee is assumed to breach at the surveyed elevation of this seepage on the 
inland side of the road. This modeling, with appropriate assumptions detailed in reference 4, 
demonstrates that a combination of very high tides plus either a coastal storm surge or an inland 
storm event would result in flooding across the Parkside Estates site, into existing homes to the 
northeast. The applicant has provided modeling results that document that, over several tidal 
cycles, water would essentially be “pumped” into these neighborhoods from the Pocket at high 
tides. Until the storm surge or inland flood event subsided, there would be insufficient time at 
low tides for much of this water to escape seaward. Indeed, because many of these 
neighborhoods are well below sea level, flooding to depths of as much as 1.8 feet would persist 
after the storm event. 
 
Reference 5 is a response from the Fish and Wildlife Service to the concerns raised in references 
1 and 2. It reiterates that the tidal regime in the Pocket was designed to be “muted” and not 
subject to the full tidal range of Outer Bolsa Bay. The letter states that the top elevation of the oil 
field road is 8.7 feet NAVD88, or 6.3 feet NGVD29. The maximum anticipated water elevation 
in the Pocket is 5.8 feet NAVD88, or 3.4 feet NGVD29. Nevertheless, fill has been added to the 
road to increase its elevation to a minimum elevation of approximately 7.6 feet (NGVD29), as 
surveyed by the applicant and reported in reference 6. The letter concedes that no modeling was 
conducted as part of the Bolsa Chica Restoration Project to address levee failure downstream of 
the VFPF, and agrees that such a failure poses a flood threat to the Parkside Estates site. It also 
states that the mitigation measures proposed by Parkside would address this threat. 
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Reference 6 is the applicant’s response to reference 5. In it, the threat to the Parkside Estates site 
and approximately 800 homes in the 170 acre watershed to the northeast from a breach of the 
EGGWFCC levee downstream of the Parkside Estates site and upstream of Inner Bolsa Bay is 
reiterated—this is the threat that was not modeled by the Bolsa Chica Restoration Project. 
Reference 6 states that the VFPF is an integral part of the mitigation strategy cited in reference 5, 
and as such was required by FEMA in their CLMOR. This requirement was also imposed by the 
City of Huntington Beach and the County of Orange. Further, the applicant believes, and I 
concur, that the existing oil field road was not designed to function as a levee, and its failure by 
seepage and/or overtopping must be considered in any tidal flooding model. 
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In summary, I concur with the applicant and his hydrologic consultants that some combination of 
reinforcement of the EGGWFCC levee and an additional levee/floodwall between the northern 
levee of the EGGWFCC and the river bluff to the northwest is a necessary component of flood 
control protection to assure that the Parkside Estates site will be free of flood hazards in a 100-
year flood event. A byproduct of these improvements will be protection of some 800 homes 
currently at risk.  
 
Several alternatives exist to provide this protection: 
 

1) Improving the north levee off the EGGWFCC for its entire length from the Parkside 
Estates site to Inner Bolsa Bay would reduce the risk of its failure during an inland 
storm event. Although this would prevent flood waters from directly entering the 
pocket, it would do nothing to protect against breaching of the de facto oil field road 
levee from a storm surge in Inner Bolsa Bay. Further, it is conceivable that, as the 
applicant contends, elevated flood waters in Inner Bolsa Bay would flow into the 
Pocket through the new culverts even if there were no levee breach. 

 
2) The oil field road could be raised and improved to function as a certifiable levee. In 

order for this alternative to be effective, the northern levee of the EGGWFCC also 
would need to be improved from the Parkside Estates site to the oil field road. While 
this alternative would provide flood protection against both inland and tidal flooding, it 
would require construction on lands not owned by Shea Homes, but by the State. 
Further, because of the extensive Eucalyptus ESHA between the Parkside Site and the 
oil field road, there would be potentially severe environmental impacts due to such 
construction. 

 
3) As proposed by Shea Home, a flood protection feature—a flood wall or levee—could 

be constructed on their property between the northern levee of the EGGWFCC and the 
river bluff. This would protect the Shea Site and an additional 170 acres to the 
northeast, but would offer no protection to the Pocket or to the Eucalyptus ESHA 
between the oil field road and the Parkside Estates site. 

 
I hope that this review is helpful. Please contact me if you have additional questions 
 
 
 
Sincerely, 
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Mark Johnsson, Ph.D., CEG, CHG 
Staff Geologist 
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FROM: John Dixon, Ph.D. 
  Ecologist / Wetland Coordinator 

TO: Meg Vaughn 

SUBJECT: ESHA buffer at Parkside 

DATE:  January 31, 2007 

Documents reviewed: 
 
J. Dixon (CCC).  July 28, 2006.  Memorandum to M. Vaughn (CCC) regarding “Raptor 
habitat at Parkside.” 
 
In the above cited memorandum, I recommended that the northern eucalyptus grove 
along the western edge of the agricultural field at the Parkside site be considered an 
Environmentally Sensitive Habitat Area (ESHA) because of its role in the ecosystem of 
providing important ecological functions for a diverse assemblage of raptor species and 
that it be provided with a 100-m (328-foot) protective buffer.  Regarding that buffer, I 
recommended that, “The inner two-thirds of the buffer should be restored to natural 
habitat that would provide foraging opportunities for raptors.  The outer one-third of the 
buffer would be appropriate for passive recreation such as hiking trails, benches, picnic 
tables (with covered trash receptacles), etc.”  In reviewing this recommendation, I 
realize that there are internal conflicts, and that it could very reasonably be interpreted 
in such a way that it would be inadequately protective of the ESHA.  Picnicking is 
generally considered an active park use by staff and a probable alternative to 
restoration would be non-native landscaping, including turf, which would encourage 
other active park uses.  I am therefore revising my recommendation.  I recommend that 
the 100-m ESHA buffer be restored to natural habitat that would provide foraging 
opportunities for raptors.  Trails, viewing areas, interpretive signage, and benches could 
be allowed in the outer one-third of the ESHA but should be located in the 10 m closest 
to development where feasible.   
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