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California Department of Fish & Game
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John Douglas

PROJECT LOCATION: Bolsa Chica Ecological Reserve on the south side of Warner
Avenue approximately 700 feet east of Pacific Coast Highway (parallel to and
approximately 50 feet south of the Warner Avenue bridge; (near the Interpretive Center
located at Pacific Coast Highway and Warner Avenue), within the Bolsa Chica area of
unincorporated Orange County.
PROJECT DESCRIPTION: Construction of a pedestrian bridge (approximately 145 foot
long, 8 foot wide, 9 foot tall (above bridge deck)) over the Warner Channel plus abutments
and approach ramps to link the trail system on either side of the channel.
SUMMARY OF STAFF RECOMMENDATION:
The primary issues raised by the proposed project are assuring protection of sensitive
biological resources during construction and addressing visual impacts caused by the
bridge, which will be visible from Warner Avenue and elsewhere within the ecological
reserve. Staff recommends approval of the proposed project subject to two special
conditions that require 1) that the biological resources mitigation measures identified in the
Mitigated Negative Declaration be carried out as proposed, and 2) that the applicant
submit a color plan demonstrating that the color of the proposed pedestrian bridge will be
compatible with the surrounding area.
LOCAL APPROVALS RECEIVED: None required (applicant is state agency).

SUBSTANTIVE FILE DOCUMENTS: Draft Initial Study and Mitigated Negative
Declaration, Warner Channel Pedestrian Bridge, Bolsa Chica Ecological Reserve,
November 20, 2007.
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STAFF RECOMMENDATION:
Staff recommends that the Commission APPROVE the permit application with special
conditions.
MOTION:
I move that the Commission approve Coastal Development Permit No. 5-07428 pursuant to the staff recommendation.
Staff recommends a YES vote. Passage of this motion will result in approval of all the
permits included on the consent calendar. The motion passes only by affirmative vote of a
majority of the Commissioners present.
RESOLUTION:
I.

APPROVAL WITH CONDITIONS

The Commission hereby APPROVES a coastal development permit for the proposed
development and adopts the findings set forth below on grounds that the development as
conditioned will be in conformity with the policies of Chapter 3 of the Coastal Act and will
not prejudice the ability of the local government having jurisdiction over the area to prepare
a Local Coastal Program conforming to the provisions of Chapter 3. Approval of the permit
complies with the California Environmental Quality Act because either 1) feasible
mitigation measures and/or alternatives have been incorporated to substantially lessen any
significant adverse effects of the development on the environment, or 2) there are no
further feasible mitigation measures or alternatives that would substantially lessen any
significant adverse impacts of the development on the environment.
II.

STANDARD CONDITIONS

1.
Notice of Receipt and Acknowledgment. The permit is not valid and development
shall not commence until a copy of the permit, signed by the permittee or authorized agent,
acknowledging receipt of the permit and acceptance of the terms and conditions, is
returned to the Commission office.
2.
Expiration. If development has not commenced, the permit will expire two years
from the date this permit is reported to the Commission. Development shall be pursued in
a diligent manner and completed in a reasonable period of time. Application for extension
of the permit must be made prior to the expiration date.
3.
Interpretation. Any questions of intent or interpretation of any condition will be
resolved by the Executive Director or the Commission.
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4.
Assignment. The permit may be assigned to any qualified person, provided
assignee files with the Commission an affidavit accepting all terms and conditions of the
permit.
5.
Terms and Conditions Run with the Land. These terms and conditions shall be
perpetual, and it is the intention of the Commission and the permittee to bind all future
owners and possessors of the subject property to the terms and conditions.
III.

SPECIAL CONDITIONS

1.

Incorporation of MND Biological Resources Mitigation Measures
The biological resources mitigation measures contained in the Draft Initial Study
and Mitigated Negative Declaration, Warner Channel Pedestrian Bridge, Bolsa
Chica Ecological Reserve, dated November 20, 2007 prepared for the California
Department of Fish and Game, prepared by J.H. Douglas & Associates, shall be
carried out as proposed. The biological resources mitigation measures are
attached to this staff report as exhibit 3.

2.

Color Plan

A.

PRIOR TO ISSUANCE OF THE COASTAL DEVELOPMENT PERMIT, the
applicant shall submit, for the review and written approval of the Executive Director,
a plan demonstrating that the color of the structure will be compatible with the
surrounding area. The plan shall demonstrate that:

B.

1.

the structure will be finished with subdued tones that are compatible with the
surrounding area,

2.

white, black or excessively bright tones will not be used,

3.

the color will be maintained through-out the life of the structure.

The permittee shall undertake development in accordance with the approved final
plan. Any proposed changes to the approved final plan shall be reported to the
Executive Director. No changes to the approved final plan shall occur without a
Commission amendment to this coastal development permit unless the Executive
Director determines that no amendment is legally required.
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IV.

FINDINGS AND DECLARATIONS:

The Commission hereby finds and declares:
A.

PROJECT DESCRIPTION

The applicant is proposing to construct a pedestrian bridge over the Warner Channel in the
Bolsa Chica Ecological Reserve to link the trail system on either side of the channel. The
proposed bridge span (from support to support) is 145 feet long. The width of the bridge is
8 feet and the bridge base is 12 feet. The height of the proposed bridge from base of the
walkway to the top of structure is 9 feet (see exhibit 2).
The proposed 145 foot long pedestrian bridge will be constructed of unpainted Corten steel
and entirely span the 125 wide foot channel. It will not require any structural support in the
channel. The foot bridge is proposed to be placed on reinforced concrete abutments
supported on spread footing foundations. The face of the footings will be set back a
minimum of 8 feet from the channel banks for adequate support and channel integrity. The
footings will be approximately 14 feet long by 7 ½ feet wide, and will be set 2 feet below
grade level. No new lighting is proposed as part of this project.
The goal of the proposed project is to place a free-spanning (i.e. no support/development
within channel or wetland area) footbridge over the Warner Channel that will provide a
safe, enjoyable, and ADA-accessible pathway from the trail system located at the
Reserve’s north parking lot to the trail system of the Mesa on the northeast side of the
channel. To access the trail system of the Mesa portion of the Reserve at this time,
visitors must climb a roadside barrier and walk within a bicycle lane along the shoulder of
the south side of the Warner Avenue vehicular bridge to reach the trail on the northeast
side of the channel. There is not sidewalk, nor room to construct a sidewalk, on the south
side of the Warner Avenue bridge. This is of particular concern due to the high number of
school children who access the reserve from this location due to presence of the
Interpretive Center in this location.
The bridge is proposed to be located within the northernmost side of the ecological
reserve, on the south side of Warner Avenue approximately 700 feet east of Pacific Coast
Highway (parallel to and approximately 50 feet south of the Warner Avenue bridge; (near
3842 Warner Avenue), within the Bolsa Chica area of unincorporated Orange County (see
exhibit 1).
Funding for the proposed project is being provided from several sources including a grant
from the Wildlife Conservation Board to the California Wildlife Foundation, funding from the
American Trader Oil Spill settlement agreement, as well as from community donations.
There is no certified LCP for the Bolsa Chica area of the County of Orange. Thus,
standard of review for the currently proposed development is the Chapter 3 policies of the
Coastal Act.
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B.

Public Access

Section 30210 of the Coastal Act states:
In carrying out the requirement of Section 4 of Article X of the California Constitution,
maximum access, which shall be conspicuously posted, and recreational opportunities shall
be provide for all the people consistent with public safety needs and the need to protect
public rights, rights of private property owners, and natural resource areas from overuse.
The purpose of the proposed pedestrian bridge is to more safely accommodate public
access to the trails of the Bolsa Chica Ecological Reserve System. The public trail system
within the Bolsa Chica Ecological Reserve, in addition to providing recreational
opportunities, also provides significant opportunities for nature study and views of the
wetlands and ocean beyond.
Currently the Reserve is served by two parking areas: one located at approximately the
Reserve’s midpoint along Pacific Coast Highway and the second at the southeast corner of
the intersection of Pacific Coast Highway and Warner Avenue. The proposed pedestrian
bridge would be located near the parking area at Pacific Coast Highway and Warner
Avenue. This is where the Bolsa Chica Ecological Reserve Interpretive Center is located.
Because the Interpretive Center is located here, many of the Reserve’s visitors begin their
tours here. Those wishing to walk the Reserve’s trail system often begin in this location so
that they can begin and/or end their tour with a visit to the Interpretive Center. This is
especially true for those who arrive by school bus for field trips. The Reserve hosts as
many as 100 school children at a time and accommodates visitors throughout the year.
This parking area is also preferred for school visits because it is the only lot which
accommodates bus parking (with two bus parking spaces).
Currently, visitors who park in the Interpretive Center parking lot, in order to access the
Reserve’s trail system, must cross Warner Channel by walking within a bicycle lane along
the shoulder on the southern side of Warner Avenue, a major vehicular thoroughfare with
no sidewalk on the southern side. This crossing must be made twice per visit in order to
return to the Interpretive Center area. The Interpretive center sits on what is essentially an
“island” in that it is surrounded on three sides by water/wetland area and on the fourth side
by Warner Avenue. Installation of the proposed pedestrian bridge will allow trail access
directly from the parking lot without having to walk along the roadside shoulder within a
bicycle lane.
The Bolsa Chica Ecological Reserve is a valuable coastal resource. Installation of the
proposed pedestrian bridge maximizes public access throughout the site by making trail
access safer and easier. Therefore, the Commission finds that the proposed development
is consistent with the public access policies of the Coastal Act.
C.

Wetlands & Environmentally Sensitive Habitat Areas

Section 30233 of the Coastal Act limits fill of wetlands to seven specifically enumerated
uses, and then only when the project is the least environmentally damaging alternative and
provides adequate mitigation to offset any adverse impacts created by the project. In this
case, no fill of wetlands is proposed. In addition, Section 30240 of the Coastal Act states:
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(a) Environmentally sensitive habitat areas shall be protected against any significant
disruption of habitat values, and only uses dependent on those resources shall be
allowed within those 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 those areas, and shall be compatible with the
continuance of those habitat and recreation areas.
Section 30240 of the Coastal Act limits the amount and types of development that may
occur within and adjacent to an environmentally sensitive habitat area (ESHA). The
Coastal Act defines environmentally sensitive area as “any area in which plant or animal
life or their habitats are either rare or especially valuable because of their special nature or
role in an ecosystem and which could be easily disturbed or degraded by human activities
and developments.”
Wetland and Environmentally Sensitive Habitat Area (ESHA) resources exist throughout
the Bolsa Chica Ecological Reserve. In the immediate vicinity of the subject site wetland
area exists between the existing parking lot and Warner Avenue and extends to the edge
of the channel (see exhibit 4). In addition, Warner Channel is tidally influenced. Warner
Channel connects to Huntington Harbour under Warner Avenue. The connection
continues through Anaheim Bay and out to the ocean. The channel is subject to major
tidal action. The project area comprises 0.98 acres, with permanent impacts (bridge
approach ramps) limited to 790 square feet. No ESHA exists within the footprint of the
proposed development or in the immediate vicinity. Plant surveys were conducted at the
site and no sensitive species were found within the footprint of the proposed project.
The applicant has indicated that the proposed bridge was designed with the primary goal
of improving public access while avoiding adverse environmental impacts. The bridge
spans the entire channel with no support structures within the channel waters, so no fill of
channel area is proposed. The absence of supports in the channel water also preserves
the existing channel flow. The area of the bridge access ramps is primarily comprised of
hard pack soil and so is not expected to support sensitive species. The bridge supports
are set back a minimum of 8 feet from the channel banks in order to avoid impacts to the
channel and to preserve the integrity of the banks. All parts of the bridge avoid the
wetland area adjacent to Warner Avenue. The Negative Declaration prepared for the
proposed development includes six biological resources mitigation measures (see exhibit
3). The mitigation measures include requirements for: 1) a biological resource monitor, 2)
pre-construction sensitive species survey and measures to be taken should sensitive
species be found, 3) avoidance of all wetland habitat areas, 4) implementation of Worker
Environmental Awareness Training Program, 5) limiting all construction equipment and
activities to approved work area locations, and 6) implementation of Best Management
Practices to avoid and minimize erosion, sedimentation and fuel spills. A special condition
is imposed in order to assure that these mitigation measures are carried out as proposed.
As conditioned, the proposed development is the least environmentally damaging
alternative, will not result in fill of any wetlands, and is designed such that it will prevent
impacts which would significantly degrade ESHA in the project vicinity, and is compatible
with the continuance of those habitat areas. Therefore, the Commission finds the
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proposed project, as conditioned, is consistent with wetland and ESHA protection policies
of the Coastal Act.
D.

Visual Resources

Section 30251 of the Coastal Act states:
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.
The subject site is located within the Bolsa Chica Ecological Reserve, which provides
scenic views from Pacific Coast Highway, Warner Avenue, and from within the Reserve
and nearby trails. The proposed bridge would alter the appearance of the site. The
Mitigated Negative Declaration prepared for the proposed project states: “The bridge has
been designed to minimize visual impact within engineering constraints through the use of
open railings and natural steel that will weather to a rust color. Safety rails will be stainless
steel wire, and the approach handrails will be galvanized steel painted with a rust-colored
epoxy coating to match the bridge.”
The height (approximately 9 feet) and general mass of the bridge has raised concerns that
the bridge will create adverse visual impacts. The applicant has considered a number of
alternatives, including no bridge, and alternative bridge designs as follows:
1. No bridge – re-stripe Warner Avenue to provide wider shoulder. Marginal
improvement over existing pedestrian access. Does not significantly improve the
level of safety for visitors. Does not separate pedestrians from bicycle traffic. In
addition, approval from City of Huntington Beach is required and City has indicated
that additional burdens on Warner Avenue are not acceptable until upgrades to the
existing vehicular bridge are accomplished
2. No bridge – expand Warner Avenue vehicular bridge to add pedestrian walkway.
Although visual impacts would be reduced, this alternative is not considered
feasible as City does not support the project and due to the fact that the poor
condition of the existing Warner Avenue bridge would not support the additional
load stress.
3. Smaller bridge with mid-span pilings – This alternative results in wetland fill and soft
bottom habitat impacts as well as significant obstruction to channel flows. Also
adverse impacts due to noise from pile driving. Not feasible.
4. Boxed bridge – this alternative, an enclosed bridge, is less costly but results in
significantly greater visual impacts. It also results in soft bottom impacts due to
need for pilings.
5. Locate bridge closer to Warner Avenue – though visual impacts may be significantly
reduced, this alternative would create significant wetland impacts.
6. Suspension bridge – This alternative would result in a reduced profile and so visual
impacts would be lessened. However, the footprint of the structure would have to
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be significantly increased, which could result in impacts to habitat. In addition, the
overall height of the bridge would also have to increase which might be considered
an adverse visual impact. Finally, the applicant has raised concerns about
feasibility because this alternative would necessitate a custom design for the bridge
which would be considerably more expensive.
7. No project – this alternative would leave the existing situation as it is which would
result in continued poor public access to Bolsa Chica Ecological Reserve mesa
area and trail system.
8. Lower profile clear-span bridge – would reduce to some extent anticipated visual
impacts, but would significantly increase the cost due to the need for a custom
bridge versus the proposed pre-fabricated bridge. This was deemed infeasible due
to budget and engineering limitations1.
9. Clear span bridge as proposed – this is the proposed project alternative which will
provide improved public access and safety with no impacts to the channel area,
wetlands, or ESHA.
The proposed alternative will be visible from Pacific Coast Highway, Warner Avenue, and
from within the Reserve itself. However, there are additional constraints at the site, most
notably wetlands area, including the tidally influenced channel. The proposed alternative
is 9 feet in height. This height is necessary in order to avoid adverse environmental
impacts, particularly fill of wetlands. The proposed height is the height necessary to
support the 145 foot long span across the channel without requiring placement of support
structures in the channel. This alternative is the least environmentally damaging, feasible
alternative. Although the proposed alternative may be considered to have some adverse
impacts on visual resources, there is a subjective component to that determination. The
extent of the visual impact varies greatly depending on the viewers vantage point, distance
between the viewer and the proposed bridge, and the backdrop. For instance, the impacts
are probably greatest at certain vantages from Warner Avenue (such as from the Warner
Avenue traffic bridge), where open space and sky is the backdrop. However, since there
are expansive views of the Reserve from many other vantages along Warner Avenue, the
view interruption generated by the proposed bridge is only momentary for passing
motorists. Even impacts to motorists’ views vary given the height of the vehicle they are
traveling in. View impacts within the reserve will also vary depending on distance, and
whether the backdrop is open space and sky or urban development. In such cases, the
color of the structure can be important.
Potential impacts to visual resources were considered. Regarding visual resources the
MND states: “The bridge has been designed to minimize visual impact within engineering
constraints through the use of open railings and natural steel that will weather to a rust
color. Safety rails will be stainless steel wire, and the approach handrails will be
galvanized steel painted with a rust-colored epoxy coating to match the bridge.”
While the height of the proposed bridge appears to be unavoidable given the structural
requirements of a bridge that avoids wetland impacts, in order to assure that adverse
visual impacts are minimized, the color of the proposed bridge must be considered. As
proposed the bridge will be rust colored. It has not yet been conclusively determined that
1

Section 30108 defines “feasible” as “capable of being accomplished in a successful manner within a
reasonable period of time, taking into account economic, environmental, social and technological factors.”
The applicant has indicated that the cost of a custom designed “lower profile clear span” bridge would far
exceed the funding sources available for the proposed public project. It is also important to note that the
proposed alternative avoids all adverse biological impacts.
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a rust color on the bridge would be the least visually intrusive. Thus, a special condition is
imposed which requires the applicant to submit a plan demonstrating that the color of the
structure will be compatible with the surrounding area. The special condition further
clarifies that the structure will be finished with subdued tones that are compatible with the
surrounding area, that white, black or excessively bright tones will not be used, and that
the approved color will be maintained through-out the life of the structure. This special
condition is necessary to assure that the final color of the proposed pedestrian bridge is
compatible with the surrounding area and that any adverse impacts to visual resources are
minimized. Therefore, the Commission finds that only as conditioned, is the proposed
development consistent with Section 30251 of the Coastal Act.
E.

LOCAL COASTAL PROGRAM

Coastal Act section 30604(a) states that, prior to certification of a local coastal program
(“LCP”), a coastal development permit can only be issued upon a finding that the proposed
development is in conformity with Chapter 3 of the Coastal Act and that the permitted
development will not prejudice the ability of the local government to prepare an LCP that is
in conformity with Chapter 3. The Commission’s first consideration of the Bolsa Chica
Local Coastal Program (LCP) began in 1982 and numerous submittals have been
considered since that time. However, no LCP has been fully certified to date. As
conditioned, the proposed development is consistent with Chapter 3 of the Coastal Act
including the public access, wetland, ESHA and visual resources policies. Approval of the
project, as conditioned, will not prejudice the ability of the local government to prepare an
LCP that is in conformity with the provisions of Chapter 3 of the Coastal Act.
F.

CALIFORNIA ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY ACT

Section 13096 of the Commission's regulations requires Commission approval of Coastal
Development Permit applications to be supported by a finding showing the application, as
conditioned by any conditions of approval, to be consistent with any applicable
requirements of the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA). Section
21080.5(d)(2)(A) of CEQA prohibits a proposed development from being approved if there
are feasible alternatives or feasible mitigation measures available which would
substantially lessen any significant adverse effect which the activity may have on the
environment.
As conditioned, there are no feasible alternatives or additional feasible mitigation
measures available that would substantially lessen any significant adverse effect that the
activity may have on the environment. Therefore, the Commission finds that the proposed
project, as conditioned to mitigate the identified impacts, is the least environmentally
damaging feasible alternative and can be found consistent with the requirements of the
Coastal Act to conform to CEQA.
5-07-428 dfg pedbrg RC 5.08 mv

5-07-428 (California Department of Fish & Game)
Bolsa Chica Pedestrian Bridge
Page 10

5-07-428 (California Department of Fish & Game)
Bolsa Chica Pedestrian Bridge
Page 11

5-07-428 (California Department of Fish & Game)
Bolsa Chica Pedestrian Bridge
Page 12

5-07-428 (California Department of Fish & Game)
Bolsa Chica Pedestrian Bridge
Page 13

5-07-428 (California Department of Fish & Game)
Bolsa Chica Pedestrian Bridge
Page 14

5-07-428 (California Department of Fish & Game)
Bolsa Chica Pedestrian Bridge
Page 15

5-07-428 (California Department of Fish & Game)
Bolsa Chica Pedestrian Bridge
Page 16

5-07-428 (California Department of Fish & Game)
Bolsa Chica Pedestrian Bridge
Page 17

5-07-428 (California Department of Fish & Game)
Bolsa Chica Pedestrian Bridge
Page 18

5-07-428 (California Department of Fish & Game)
Bolsa Chica Pedestrian Bridge
Page 19

5-07-428 (California Department of Fish & Game)
Bolsa Chica Pedestrian Bridge
Page 20

5-07-428 (California Department of Fish & Game)
Bolsa Chica Pedestrian Bridge
Page 21

5-07-428 (California Department of Fish & Game)
Bolsa Chica Pedestrian Bridge
Page 22

5-07-428 (California Department of Fish & Game)
Bolsa Chica Pedestrian Bridge
Page 23

5-07-428 (California Department of Fish & Game)
Bolsa Chica Pedestrian Bridge
Page 24

