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1. Summary 
As identified in the staff report dated November 25, 2015 for the above-referenced item, the City 
of Carmel-by-the-Sea approved a coastal development permit (CDP) to allow the City to install 
26 fire rings and to implement a new Beach Fire Management Pilot Program (Program) along the 
south end of Carmel Beach. The City’s CDP decision was appealed to the Commission, with the 
Appellant alleging Local Coastal Program (LCP) conformance issues with respect to hazards, 
public safety, public access and recreation, air and water quality, public views, and community 
character. Since that time, the City has changed its proposed program to include a prohibition on 
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wood beach fires altogether, and to instead institute a propane-only program with six propane 
fire rings. Since the beginning of August of this year, the City has also enforced a prohibition on 
beach fires on Fridays, Saturdays, Sundays, and all holidays, all without benefit of a valid CDP. 
As identified in the staff report, staff believes that the Commission should take jurisdiction over 
the CDP for the Program, and that the Commission should approved a CDP for a modified 
Program that provides greater specificity and better protects important coastal resources, 
including allowing for wood beach fires as has historically been the case and is encouraged in the 
LCP. This addendum does not change any of that, but instead provides important clarifications 
and context for the Commission’s consideration of the issues presented with this case. 
 
Carmel Beach is a prominent and significant local and regional beach access destination, 
including for visitors who come from far and wide to have a beach fire in the afternoons and 
evenings. In fact, in addition to Carmel residents, recent City data shows that 80% of beach fire 
users come from outside of Carmel, which helps to show that these are issues that affect a wide 
range of population, including inland populations. Beach fires have long been a part of both the 
cultural fabric and recreational utility associated with Carmel Beach, and, appropriately, beach 
fires are considered a protected recreational activity in the City’s LCP. In fact, unlike some other 
LCPs, the City’s LCP in this case has a number of very specific policies that provide explicit 
direction on beach fires, including with respect to the expectation that these are wood or charcoal 
fires, and not some other form of fuel. Importantly, although such fires historically were allowed 
across the entirety of the roughly one-mile long Carmel Beach, the City currently limits such 
fires to the southern third of the beach; fires are not allowed on the northern two-thirds of the 
beach and have been prohibited there for two decades. In other words, beach fires are already 
managed and constrained at Carmel Beach to a small portion of the beach, to the south. The 
issues being discussed with the Program are thus related to just this smaller southernmost area of 
the beach where beach fire enthusiasts are currently confined. 
 
The City’s Program was developed in response to concerns raised by the City and its residents 
that beach fires are leading to both health issues and beach degradation in this southern portion 
of the beach. The former is associated with the smoke from beach fires, and the latter is 
associated with the debris left on the beach. In terms of the latter, there are currently no fire rings 
on Carmel Beach, and instead fires are made directly on the sand. The City has long relied on 
natural processes of tides and storms to “clean” the beach of fire debris, and this is recognized in 
the LCP. In fact, this tidal cleansing system is the primary reason beach fires were limited to the 
southern end of the beach some two decades ago, because this area is flatter and less sloped than 
the area near Ocean Avenue, and more subjected to such tidal/storm activity. That said, this 
“cleansing” process does not always consistently work, and several years of relatively mild 
winters have served to exacerbate these issues in the southern part of the beach. A well designed 
and implemented fire ring program can readily address these issues by ensuring that the remains 
of these beach fires are collected and properly disposed of, thus protecting the beach and 
offshore areas (including in terms of beach and water quality degradation, and dangers to the 
beachgoing public from fire remains). This is particularly important given the unique granitic 
‘white sand’ nature of Carmel Beach that is both well-known and a visitor draw in and of itself. 
A fire ring program (as opposed to fires directly in the sand) also allows an opportunity to 
reconsider where fires are appropriate on Carmel Beach overall. 
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In terms of air quality concerns, the Monterey Bay Unified Air Pollution Control District 
(MBUAPCD), in concert with the City, has been monitoring particulate matter (PM) levels using 
a monitor inland of the beach at a private residence near the intersection of Scenic Road and 13th 
Avenue. Data from the monitor shows that there was one exceedance of the federal Clean Air 
Act’s 24-hour PM2.5 standard within the monitored May through October 2015 six-month 
timeframe. This exceedance actually took place on a day when beach fires were not allowed 
because of the City’s prohibition (and appears to be at least partly the result of inland wildfires 
that were burning at the time), and thus cannot be attributed to beach fires. During other times, 
the data shows PM2.5 levels to be fairly constant during the week, with ‘spikes’ in PM2.5 levels 
roughly corresponding to weekend and holiday periods. Based on EPA guidelines, the monitored 
PM2.5 levels have predominantly fallen into the “good” air quality category about 98% of the 
time. The PM2.5 spikes have risen into the “moderate” air quality category about 1.8% of the 
time, and into the “unhealthy” air quality category less than one-percent of the time.  
 
Importantly, the air quality monitoring done to date cannot distinguish between potential sources 
of PM2.5 (e.g., beach fires, but also residential chimney smoke, residential barbeques, vehicular 
emissions, etc.), and the dataset lacks other important information from which to draw effective 
conclusions (e.g., baseline and comparative data related to times/areas without beach fires at the 
beach, robust and site specific meteorological data, complete beach and fire use data, etc.). In 
fact, given the issues with the dataset, it cannot be concluded that beach fires alone are the cause 
of all PM readings at the 13th Avenue monitoring station, nor that they are the cause of all of the 
air quality issues associated with those readings. Based on the weekend fire data collected by the 
City, it seems fair to conclude that beach fires on the five monitored weekends had a relationship 
to the higher PM readings during the same time, but attributing all such readings (and all other 
PM readings over the monitored time frame) to beach fires is not borne out by the data. In fact, 
the level of PM at the 13th Avenue monitoring station is roughly the same before and after the 
City’s moratorium on beach fires, including specifically on weekends where similar types of 
‘spikes’ in PM readings continue to occur even after the City imposed its beach fire moratorium. 
Given this, it is clear that there are other sources of PM unrelated to beach fires that are also 
affecting PM concentrations at the 13th Avenue monitoring station.  
 
That said, however, staff agrees that beach fire smoke appears to be a contributor to PM 
readings, and is an issue that needs to be addressed. The real issue is not reaching that 
conclusion, rather the real issue is how best to address the identified concerns. Initially, the 
City’s approach was based on limiting and managing beach fires, including no longer allowing 
unlimited fires directly on the sand in the southern third of the beach, and instead limiting such 
fires to 26 fire rings in that area. The City’s approach was based on using wood and charcoal as 
fuel sources for the 26 fire rings, as those are the allowable types of fuel sources allowable under 
the LCP. That is the Program that the City approved in May of this year, and that is the Program 
that is the subject of this appeal. Since that time, however, the City has changed its approach. 
The City’s current proposal would provide six City-sponsored propane-fueled fire rings in the 
southern third of Carmel Beach, and allow unlimited portable user-supplied propane devices in 
that same area. Fires would only be allowed in the City-provided fire rings from one-hour before 
sunset until 10 p.m.; fires in user-supplied propane devices would be allowed from 7 a.m. to 10 
p.m. Staff does not support the City’s modified proposal. 
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Again, staff concurs with the City that there are problems associated with the current unmanaged 
beach fire situation at Carmel Beach and that management measures are necessary to address and 
abate those problems. However, the City’s proposed course of action to abate those problems is 
not LCP and Coastal Act compliant, and raises a series of coastal resource protection issues. A 
complete ban on wood beach fires is inconsistent with the City’s LCP, which expressly provides 
for and protects wood beach fires. Furthermore, the City’s proposed propane-only program 
cannot be approved because the LCP explicitly prohibits flammable liquids (like propane) on the 
beach. In addition, the City’s post-prohibition monitoring data suggests that there are other 
factors beyond wood beach fires contributing to the PM2.5 levels along Carmel Beach, thus 
undermining the justification for imposing a complete ban on wood beach fires.  
 
Staff continues to recommend approval of a CDP that provides for the 26 fire rings (for wood 
and charcoal use) originally approved by the City, and that provides associated parameters for 
the placement, signage, use, monitoring, and maintenance associated with those rings, including 
in terms of monitoring air quality. Staff believes this to be an appropriately measured response, 
and one that can allow for monitoring and adaptation over time to adjust Program parameters as 
warranted. Such a Program would appropriately limit beach fires (i.e., 26 fire rings allowed as 
opposed to the unlimited number of fires that are currently allowed), and can strike an 
appropriate balance to address the identified problems while continuing to provide for the rich 
experience and recreational utility associated with wood fires on Carmel Beach. It will also 
address other issues associated with unlimited fires built directly on the beach sand by confining 
them to 26 fire rings that can be appropriately maintained to avoid beach degradation. By 
building in monitoring and adaptation, the Program can change over time to ensure effectiveness, 
and also to address any new challenges or any other unforeseen effects. It can also help to protect 
this important low-cost visitor-serving activity on the beach in Carmel, not just for Carmel 
residents, but for the 80% of beach fire users coming to Carmel Beach from outside of Carmel 
for this important public recreational access activity.  
 
2. Purpose of this Addendum 
The purpose of this addendum is to provide the above summary, as well as to provide copies of 
comments received, and to supplement the recommended findings and conditions with additional 
clarifications and updates, including a response to comments received, including from the City of 
Carmel. In addition, recent articles on the subject are attached. Where applicable, text in 
underline format indicates additional text that is being added to the staff recommended findings 
and conditions (in the staff report dated prepared November 25, 2015), and text in cross-through 
format indicates text being deleted. 
 
3. Dr. Laurie Koteen’s Memorandum 
Commission Staff Ecologist, Dr. Laurie Koteen, has prepared a technical memorandum 
regarding her analysis of the MPUAPCD’s PM2.5 monitoring data collected at the 13th Avenue 
monitoring station in the City of Carmel. Dr. Koteen advised on the initial preparation of the 
staff report, and indeed the staff report reflects her findings and conclusions on the air quality 
issues at that time. Since then, Dr. Koteen has finalized her memo on the subject, and that memo 
is attached to this addendum and added to the staff report as new Exhibit 13. Dr. Koteen’s memo 
amplifies the recommended findings, and continues to suggest that the dataset has some issues, 



A-3-CML-15-0033 (Carmel Beach Fire Management Pilot Program) Addendum 

 5 

and it cannot be used to demonstrate that beach fires are the cause of all PM2.5 issues in Carmel. 
Dr. Koteen states: 
 

The 13th Avenue monitor cannot distinguish between PM 2.5 from beach fires versus other 
potential sources (e.g., residential fireplaces and barbeques, vehicular exhaust, etc.), so it is 
not possible to measure the correlation explicitly due to beach fires. This analysis generally 
presumes all PM 2.5 to be from beach fires as a cautionary and conservative approach. 
However, there clearly is a need for more advanced monitoring data of this type to be able to 
conclusively establish relationships between smoke on the beach and inland PM 2.5 
concentrations… In addition, the 13th Avenue monitor was not able to collect high quality 
meteorological data, so this [the assumption that there is a sea breeze pushing potential 
beach fire smoke toward the monitor] is a proxy for what might be reasonably inferred in 
this regard…more robust data collection would be required to be able to differentiate among 
different potential contributors affecting PM concentrations, including not only in relation to 
sources, but other related and critical data (e.g., meteorological data, beach fire number and 
location data, etc.). … in addition to issues previously noted regarding the nature of the data 
set, a few additional caveats must be applied to this analysis. First, the dataset is very short, 
and includes data from five weekends only, and during time periods when wind conditions 
were assumed to be pushing smoke inland. A longer dataset along with baseline and 
comparative data would likely give a truer picture of the actual relationship between the 
number of fires and PM 2.5.  

 
At the same, time, Dr. Koteen’s analysis does suggest a correlation between numbers of beach 
fires in the southern third of Carmel Beach and higher PM2.5 readings at the 13th Avenue 
monitoring station during those same times, and concludes that limiting the number of beach 
fires, and better managing them, would be an appropriate response to the data provided. Dr. 
Koteen concludes: 
 

To conclude, and to answer the questions posed above, yes, one exceedance of the Clean Air 
Act 24-hour PM 2.5 standards did occur over the five-month time period examined. 
However, that exceedance occurred on a Sunday when the beach fire moratorium was in 
place, and there were no beach fires. Thus, this exceedance was due to PM 2.5 sources other 
than beach fires. This exceedance instead appears to have been associated with the large 
fires that occurred inland of Carmel Beach along Highway 68 at that time, and was definitely 
not associated with fires on Carmel Beach. Eight other instances of relatively high PM 2.5 
concentrations did occur on weekends in late May through July, with six hours that fell into 
the “Unhealthy for Sensitive Groups” range and two hours in the “Unhealthy” range. These 
instances occurred when there were also larger numbers of fires on Carmel Beach on those 
dates. However, these instances were limited to a total of 0.17% of the study period in the 
“Unhealthy for Sensitive Groups” range, and 0.055% of the study period in the “Unhealthy” 
range. The remainder of the data show that air quality remained in the “Moderate” range 
1.8% of the time and in the “Good” range for 98% of the time. 
 
At this time, collection of a larger dataset of particulate matter concentrations is warranted 
to assess whether annual PM 2.5 standards are exceeded, and to what degree such 
exceedances might be correlated to beach fires. An attempt to identify other sources of PM 
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2.5 would also be prudent from a public health standpoint, as the data record clearly 
indicates that PM 2.5 is generated from sources unrelated to beach fires (i.e., chimney 
smoke, backyard barbeques, vehicle emissions, industrial processes, etc.). The collection of 
high quality meteorological data in conjunction with the air quality dataset would also be 
helpful for interpretation of the potential sources of high particulate matter, as would further 
data on the number of fires that occur each day, including on days when documentation 
confirms that no fires occurred. Based on this analysis, I conclude that limiting the number 
of beach fires, and better beach fire management within the allowed beach fire area at 
Carmel Beach would be a prudent and cautious approach to help avoid exceeding “Good” 
air quality guidelines inland of that area, but that a ban on all such fires is not supported by 
the data. 

 
In addition, Dr. Koteen reviewed data provided by the MBUAPCD that included 1-hour PM2.5 
concentrations taken at the 13th Avenue monitoring station between the dates of May 21, 2015 
and October 19, 2015. This is an additional eleven days longer than the dataset used by staff in 
its November 25, 2015 report. Some of the findings on air quality regarding the percentage of 
hours characterized as “good,” “moderate,” and “unhealthy” have been revised as a result. For 
accuracy and consistency, the staff report is modified to update the numerical figures contained 
on pages 2 and 3 as follows (again, additions in underline, and deletions in strikethrough):  
 

The City’s Program is in response to concerns raised by the City and its residents that these 
beach fires are leading to both health issues and beach degradation. The former is 
associated with the smoke from beach fires, and the latter associated with the debris left on 
the beach, including because the beach currently does not have any fire rings and fires are 
made directly on the sand. The Monterey Bay Unified Air Pollution Control District 
(MBUAPCD), in concert with the City, has been monitoring smoke levels (actually PM2.5 
levels) inland of the beach since late May of this year, for a total of 140 151 days monitored. 
Data from the smoke monitor shows that there was one exceedance of the federal 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 24-hour PM2.5 standard during this time, which 
occurred on a day when wood beach fires were not allowed. Otherwise, the data shows 
PM2.5 levels to be fairly constant during the week, and generally increase on weekends, with 
‘spikes’ in smoke levels roughly corresponding to spikes in the numbers of beach fires. Based 
on EPA guidelines for the 1-hour PM2.5 concentrations, the monitored smoke levels have 
predominantly fallen into the “good” air quality category 98% of the total number of hours 
in the monitoring timeframe, but there are instances when the “spikes” have fallen into the 
“moderate” air quality category (1.3 1.8%), and even times where the data indicates 
“unhealthy” air (0.7 roughly 0.2%) (see Exhibit 7 and Exhibit 13). Thus, and although there 
is a need for more robust data collection and development, it is clear that the monitor has 
identified some PM2.5 levels that extend into unhealthy ranges, and it is clear that there is an 
air quality problem in the surrounding Carmel Beach area to which beach fires appear to 
contribute that needs to be understood and addressed. 
 

Likewise, the staff report is modified to update the numerical figures contained on page 24 as 
follows:  
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In sum, a total of 140 151 days have been monitored by the MPUAPCD and the City. Data 
from the smoke monitor shows that there was one exceedance of the federal EPA 24-hour 
standard which occurred on a day when wood beach fires were banned. Data from this 
monitor also shows that PM2.5 levels are fairly constant during the week, and generally 
increase on weekends, with ‘spikes’ in PM2.5 levels roughly corresponding to spikes in the 
numbers of beach fires. Based on the EPA’s AQI guidelines detailed above, the monitored 
PM2.5 levels have predominantly fallen into the “good” air quality category (98% of the 
measured 1-hour averages), but there are instances when the ‘spikes’ have fallen into the 
“moderate” air quality category (1.3 1.8%), and even times where the data indicates 
“unhealthy” air (0.7 0.225%) (see Exhibit 7 and Exhibit 13) 1. Thus, and although there is a 
need for more robust data collection and development, it is clear that the monitor has 
identified some PM2.5 levels that extend into unhealthy ranges, and it is clear that there is an 
air quality problem to which beach fires appear to contribute that needs to be understood 
and addressed. 
 

The staff report is also modified so that the final sentence in footnote 12 on page 4 states: 
 

… This exceedance may instead be correlated with the Tassajara Wildfire in Carmel 
Valley that occurred around that time. See Exhibit 7 and Exhibit 13. 

 
Finally, the staff report is modified to include a reference to Dr. Koteen’s memo at the end of the 
“Air Quality Issues” section on page 24 as follows: 
 

Dr. Koteen’s December 9, 2015 memo can be found in Exhibit 13. 
 
4. Violation  
Additional clarification is needed in the staff report’s violation discussion (Section IV(H)(6) of 
the staff report, starting on page 46). The clarifications explain how the Commission and its staff 
understand the Beach Fire Management Pilot Program in relation to the City’s other inconsistent 
actions with respect to beach fires at Carmel Beach (e.g., the City’s beach fire moratorium, and 
their potential public nuisance ordinance). However, as stated in the staff report, the City’s 
actions, which the Commission currently considers as violations, are not the subject of this 
appeal. Thus, the last paragraph of the violation finding on page 48 of the staff report is modified 
as follows:  
 

The above described violations are not addressed in this CDP application, and will not be 
resolved by, the Commission’s action on this item. This matter has been referred to the 
Commission’s Enforcement Division for investigation and possible action pursuant to 
Chapter 9 of the Coastal Act. The information is simply provided to put into context the 
City’s various actions that are outside the scope of and inconsistent with this CDP on appeal, 
as well as staff’s position with respect to these actions. AHowever, approval of this permit 
pursuant to the staff recommendation and implementation, by the City, of a Beach Fire 
Management Pilot Program as described herein – pursuant to the terms and with the 

                                                      
1  The “unhealthy” air category as it is used in this section refers to “unhealthy for sensitive individuals” and “unhealthy for all 

individuals.” Adding together the percentages of “good”, “moderate”, and “unhealthy” air quality data results in a total of 
100.025%; the 0.025% is due to rounding adjustments.  
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conditions of this CDP –herein will restore beach access and recreational opportunities as 
required byconsistent with the City’s LCP and the Coastal Act. Although development has 
taken place prior to the Commission’s consideration of this appeal and de novo review, 
consideration by the Commission has been based solely upon the City’s LCP and the public 
access and recreation policies of the Coastal Act. Commission review and action on this 
permit does not constitute a waiver of any legal action with regard to the alleged violations, 
nor does it constitute an implied statement of the Commission’s position regarding the 
legality of development undertaken on the subject site without a coastal permit. 

 
5. User-Supplied Devices 
It was intended that the required maintenance associated with the City fire rings under the 
approved Program would extend to the user-supplied portable wood containment devices, but the 
findings and conditions were not explicit in this regard. In addition, it was intended that the 
Program would include provisions for peak use parameters, such as were associated with the 
City’s originally approved Program (i.e., allowing some additional number of user-supplied 
portable wood containment devices during peak use times, like July 4th). The staff report is 
modified as follows: 
 
Special Condition 1(c) on staff report page 8 is modified as follows: 
 

Fuels. All 26 fire ring devices and all user-supplied portable wood containment devices (see 
below) are intended for use with wood and charcoal fuel sources only. Only dry, “clean” 
and untreated firewood may be used in the fire ring and portable devices. Propane and other 
flammable liquids, other than charcoal starter, shall be prohibited to start or maintain a fire 
on Carmel Beach. 

 
Special Condition 1(d) on staff report page 8 is modified as follows: 
 

Seasonal and Peak Period Management. The Program shall include a seasonal management 
component that provides for removal of the fire rings prior to the devices becoming 
threatened by high tides, large storms, and wave action, and return to the beach once storms 
subside. The Program shall indicate that the fire rings will initially be in place on the beach 
during the peak beach-going period from March 15th through October 15th of each year. 
The fire rings shall be retained on the beach outside of these peak-period dates provided 
favorable weather conditions exist along with a low chance of tidal or storm surge that 
would impact the fire rings. User-supplied portable wood containment devices shall only be 
allowed to be used on the beach when the City-provided fire rings are not present on the 
beach, during expected peak use times (e.g., 4th of July, Memorial Day, Thanksgiving, etc.), 
and the Program shall provide parameters for such allowable containment devices consistent 
with this approval. 
 

Special Condition 1(e) on staff report page 8 is modified as follows: 
 

Maintenance. The fire rings and all user-supplied portable wood containment devices shall 
be maintained in such a way that ash, debris, and wood material is not allowed to escape the 
fire rings, whether via wind and other natural events or via excess buildup or otherwise. The 
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areas around the fire rings and the areas where user-supplied portable wood containment 
devices are used shall be maintained free of ash, debris, and wood material. The fire rings 
shall be maintained a minimum of three-days per week during peak use periods (i.e., from 
March 15th through October 15th of each year), and on an as needed basis during all times 
(peak and off-peak) when the fire rings are present on the beach During times when user-
supplied portable wood containment devices are allowed, all required maintenance 
parameters shall extend to areas of their use as well. Ash collection and disposal containers 
shall be provided when user-supplied fire containment devices are allowed to be used on the 
beach. All ash, debris, and wood material shall be properly disposed of away from the beach. 
When the fire rings are removed from the beach due to the seasonal management program 
specified in subsection (d) above, the fire rings shall be properly stored away from the beach. 

 
The third paragraph on staff report page 37 is modified as follows: 
 

… The fire rings may be removed during periods of high tides, storms, and low beach 
profiles, and the fire rings must be returned to the beach once storms subside and the beach 
profile recovers. User-supplied portable devices shall be allowed during winter months when 
the fire rings are removed, and during peak use time otherwise. The fire rings shall be 
maintained a minimum of three-days per week during peak use periods and on an “as 
needed” basis during off-peak periods. All ash, debris, and wood material shall be properly 
disposed of away from the beach. During times when user-supplied portable wood 
containment devices are allowed, all required maintenance parameters shall extend to areas 
of their use as well, and ash collection and disposal containers shall be provided. The 
location of all proposed signage for the program must be shown in site plan view. The 
BFMPP shall also include specific detail on the color, design, size, and content of all 
signage. The Beach Fire Management Pilot Program shall be valid for a period of three 
years and shall be in substantial conformance with Exhibit 6. All references to propane 
components in the BFMPP shall be removed. Special Condition 1(c) is imposed prohibiting 
the use of flammable liquids including propane on Carmel Beach. 

 
The second paragraph on staff report page 46 is modified as follows: 
 

The use of fire rings for wood fires will provide containment of ash and debris and addresses 
the issues of discoloration of the white sand. However, fire rings do generate debris that, if 
not properly disposed of, could adversely impact water quality, specifically if inundated by 
tidal action, but also if debris is blown out of the rings by high winds. User-supplied devices, 
when allowed, share these issues. To ensure that ash and other debris left in fire rings are 
adequately disposed of, Special Condition 1(e) requires the preparation of a maintenance 
plan that requires the City to undertake regular scheduled maintenance, a minimum of three 
days per week during the peak season (March 15 through October 15), with removal of ash 
and debris from the fire rings as necessary to prevent these materials from ending up on the 
sandy beach. These required maintenance parameters extend to the areas around the rings, 
and, during times when user-supplied portable wood containment devices are allowed, 
extend to areas of their use as well. This condition also requires associated maintenance as 
necessary the rest of the year whenever the rings beach fires are present occurring in the 
City-provided fire rings or in user-supplied wood fire containment devices. Special Condition 
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1(e) further requires the City to provide ash collection containers for the disposal of ash and 
debris from user-supplied wood fire containment devices as well as provisions for ash and 
debris disposal away from the beach are further required by this condition.  
 

6. City Provided Propane  
The City’s recent correspondence clarifies that their revised project proposal for installation of 
six propane fire devices includes that the City would cover the cost of operation for such rings. 
Thus, the staff report is modified as follows: 
 
Footnote 11 at the bottom of staff report page 3 is modified as follows: 
 

Although the City’s new program is not completely fleshed out, as staff understands it 
currently, the City proposes to install six propane fire rings, as well as propane lines and 
propane tanks in or under the sand. It is not clear whether the The City indicates that the 
City would provide propane for which users would pay a fee, or would provide propane for 
the use of such rings for free, or some other mechanism.  
 

The second paragraph on staff report page 25 is modified as follows: 
 

Additionally, the City has identified two potential options for six propane-only fire rings that 
the City would purchase and make available, including providing propane to fuel them at no 
cost to the users, on a first-come, first-serve basis for use on Carmel Beach and which cannot 
be reserved or held in advance by the general public, except by … 

 
7. Response to Comments  
The Commission has received a number of comments on the staff report dated prepared 
November 25, 2015, including from the City of Carmel-by-the-Sea. To address the City’s and 
others public correspondence received since issuance of the staff report, a “Response to 
Comments” section is added to the staff report as a new Section H.7 (the existing Section H.7: 
California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA), shall be renumbered to Section H.8, and all 
references in the staff report amended accordingly) just before the staff report’s “CEQA” section, 
starting on staff report page 48, to provide additional context regarding these and related issues. 
The City’s letters and public correspondence are also added to the staff report in Exhibit 12 
(Correspondence). The “Response to Comments” section is as follows (where references to “this 
report” are references to the staff report dated November 25, 2015): 
 
7. Response to Comments 
 
City’s Comments 
 
Propane and LCP Consistency 
The City of Carmel-by-the-Sea submitted a letter dated December 4, 2015 (see Exhibit 12). In 
that letter, the City contends that propane is not a liquid and is therefore not prohibited for use on 
Carmel Beach by the LCP. The LCP prohibits the use of most flammable liquids and states in 
relevant part:  
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IP Regulations Section 17.20.20.E Recreational Fires on Carmel Beach. All fires on 
Carmel Beach shall meet the following requirements:  

(e) Flammable liquids other than charcoal starter shall not be used in any manner in 
connection with starting or maintaining the fire. 

As noted in the analysis of propane on pages 42 and 43 of this report, propane is a highly 
flammable form of liquefied petroleum gas. It is a byproduct of natural gas processing and 
petroleum refining. The LCP explicitly states that flammable liquids other than charcoal starter 
may not be used in any manner in connection with starting or maintaining a fire. Propane is 
stored and transported as a liquid, and it is a liquid in the cylinder that would be stored on the 
beach. The phrase “in any manner” is encompassing and would include the storage and use of 
liquefied propane cylinders on the beach. Further, the prohibition on the use of flammable liquids 
other than charcoal starter is primarily based on safety concerns (i.e., the purpose of the policy is 
to take a cautionary approach towards the use of highly flammable substances like gasoline and 
propane in order to protect public safety). Propane devices can explode and cause significant 
injury. The Commission has a responsibility to ensure that whatever is approved on the beach is 
safe for public use and the City has not yet provided the information and detail to ensure that the 
public will be safeguarded. Accordingly, the Commission cannot conclude that the proposed 
propane-only program is consistent with Section 17.20.20.E of the LCP. As such, the City would 
need to pursue an LCP amendment prior to approving and implementing a beach fire program 
that relies on the use of propane devices.  
 
The City’s letter also suggests that the notion of LCP inconsistency was first raised in the 
November 25, 2015 staff report. This statement is inaccurate. Commission staff hosted a meeting 
in its Central Coast District Office on October 9, 2015 (two months ago) on the beach fire 
management issue that included City staff (i.e., the Mayor, the City Manager, the Public Works 
and Planning Directors, and the Chief of Police) and the Air Pollution Control Officer from the 
Monterey Peninsula Air Pollution Control District. During that meeting, City staff initially 
brought up the idea of some type of propane-only program, acknowledging that the details of it 
had not yet been developed (and many still remain undeveloped). At that time, Commission staff 
observed that the LCP contained provisions that may prevent the use of propane-fueled devices 
on Carmel Beach. This was also brought up in subsequent discussions with City staff regarding 
the propane program leading up to the preparation and release of this report.  
 
Although propane as beach fire fuel on Carmel Beach as an option is not consistent with the LCP 
at this time, the Commission is supportive of working with the City to understand and evaluate 
the parameters that might be associated with allowing such propane fuel on the beach in the 
future, and developing an LCP amendment that appropriately addresses and resolves identified 
issues and concerns to allow for propane fuel if such evaluation indicates it could be a potential 
safe and appropriate fuel on the beach consistent with coastal resource protection (including in 
terms of storage, delivery, lighting, etc.).  
 
Propane Devices Used Elsewhere 
In support of its propane-fuel for beach fires proposal, the City further contends that propane fire 
devices are being deployed in the South Coast Air Quality Management District with the 
approval of the Commission in an effort to reduce emissions from wood beach fires. This is 
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simply incorrect. The idea of propane-fueled devices was raised early on in CDP application 5-
14-1213 for a fire ring management plan in Newport Beach (see discussion of that permit 
starting on page 25 of this report). Initially, the City of Newport Beach had identified propane 
fire rings as a potential alternative to traditional wood beach fires. The City chose to remove that 
option from the list of potential alternatives when it was unable to produce the requested detail 
regarding fuel supply, operations, and public safety. Importantly, these are some of the same 
details that are thus far missing from Carmel’s proposal. On June 11, 2015, the Commission 
approved CDP 5-14-1213 for a Beach Fire Management Plan that allows for 64 fire rings 
available to the public, including a mix of wood-burning and charcoal-only fire rings. The 
approved Plan did not include any propane-fueled devices.  
 
Cost of Beach Fires 
On page 3 of the City’s letter, the City states that it would supply the propane for use of the City-
sponsored fire rings and suggests that unlike wood, it would be provided at no charge to fire ring 
users. However, individuals have been bringing firewood to Carmel Beach for decades and based 
on the numbers of fires occurring on the beach over time, the cost of wood borne by members of 
the public does not appear to have been an impediment to beach fires. Thus, there does not 
appear to be an economic disincentive associated with the cost of wood for beach fires.  
 
Additionally, the City’s revised project proposal (i.e., propane-only fire ring devices), which is 
attached as Exhibit 5 to this report, indicates that there would be no cost to the public to use any 
one of the six City-sponsored fire rings. While that may be true (details on funding of the 
program have not been revealed), the City’s proposal does not begin to meet the demand for 
beach fires currently observed on Carmel Beach. As noted in this report, during peak beach use 
periods, there are on average 22 fires on Friday and Sunday evenings and up to 46 fires on 
average during Saturday nights. The City’s six propane fire devices will result in a big gap 
between demand for and the supply of said units. The City’s program does provide for an 
unlimited number of user-supplied portable devices, which in theory could make up the 
difference between supply and demand. However, given that these user-supplied devices cost 
$100 to $250 plus the cost of propane fuel, these portable devices cannot be characterized as 
“free” or “low cost.” 
  
Another area that has not fully been considered is the cost of providing propane to the City-
sponsored devices. The City has stated that it intends to provide the propane fuel for its City-
sponsored fire rings. The City’s revised proposal suggests that the propane fire rings will be 
available from one hour before sunset until 10pm or about two-and-half hours during the summer 
(a bit longer during non-summer periods). Even if the use of propane for beach fires were 
allowable by the LCP, the City’s proposed hours of availability would not meet LCP 
requirements that beach fires be allowed from 7am to 10pm daily. However, if the City’s 
propane devices were allowed, the cost to operate a propane device rated at 128,000 BTU’s for 
roughly two-and-a-half to three hours during the peak summer season would equate to a tank of 
propane per day per ring or roughly $17.50.2 For all six fire rings, the cost to the City would be 

                                                      
2  Assumes fire rings with five-gallon tanks and an average price of propane of roughly $3.50 per gallon. 
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cost roughly $105 in propane each day and at least $15,7503 for the entire 150-day peak beach 
use period (i.e., late May through mid-October). 
 
If the City were to comply with current LCP requirements regarding the availability of the fire 
rings between the hours of 7am and 10pm (i.e., 15 hours each day), then each fire ring rated at up 
to approximately 128,000 BTU’s and operating throughout the duration of the day would use a 
five-gallon canister approximately every three hours, or up to five five-gallon tanks per day. 
Assuming an average price of propane of roughly $3.50 per gallon and assuming constant use of 
the fire rings from 7am to 10pm daily, the cost of operating one fire ring per day would run about 
$87.50; six fire ring devices using five tanks per day would cost $525 per day. Over a roughly 
150-day peak beach use season (i.e., roughly late May through mid- October), the cost to operate 
six fire rings could be some $78,750. As discussed throughout the public access findings of the 
staff report, six fire rings falls short of conforming with Coastal Act and LCP requirements to 
maximize public access and provide for low-cost recreational opportunities, such as beach fires, 
particularly considering when there have been, on average, 22 fires per night on Fridays and 
Sundays, and 46 fires on Saturday evenings. Again, the City has stated that it intends to provide 
the propane fuel for its City-sponsored fire rings but has not indicated how it intends to fund the 
program and it is clear that the costs could be considerable.  
 
In short, the cost details associated with the City’s proposed propane fire-ring program are not 
completely developed, and could impede implementation of a program that the City says it 
would pay for. This, in turn, could impede free use of these rings. In addition, the potential user-
supplied propane options are also costly, estimated to range in price from some $90 to $250 (see 
discussion starting on page 30 of this report). These are hardly low-cost units, and propane at 
$3.50 per gallon is not low-cost either. It is not clear how the City’s program would be designed 
to offset some or all of these costs as well. 
 
Health Effect below Air Quality Thresholds 
The City asserts that despite EPA’s daily and annual air quality standards for PM2.5, adverse 
health consequences result from exposures much lower than the federal standards, and the 
implication is that the standards and guidelines used in this report and in Dr. Koteen’s 
memorandum cannot be relied upon by public health officials, local agencies, or regulators to 
make policy decisions regarding PM2.5 concentrations and beach fires. The City has not, 
however, provided any citation to studies or literature supporting this claim. As indicated in this 
report, and as discussed in Dr. Koteen’s memo and as evidenced by MPUAPCD’s monitoring 
data, there was only one exceedance of the Clean Air Act’s 24-hour standard for PM2.5 
concentrations, and that exceedance was on a Sunday when the City was enforcing its 
unpermitted beach fire prohibition. As such, it is unclear how it could be attributed to beach 
fires.  
 
In addition, Dr. Koteen found that although no standards had been violated, and although air 
quality was within EPA’s identified “good” range some 98% of the time, “spikes” in PM2.5 
concentrations that could be correlated to wood fires warrant a better fire management program, 
but that a ban on all weekend fires was not supported by the data. As a result, this approval is 
                                                      
3  This amount could be greater given the longer periods that the fire rings could be used during the off-peak season when the 

sun sets earlier and the use of fire rings could be greater than two-and-a-half to three hours per day. 
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based on a cautionary approach to beach fire management, and to adopt the City’s initial 
proposal to limit the number of wood beach fires to 26 fire rings. By building in monitoring and 
adaptation, the Program can change over time to ensure effectiveness, and also to address any 
new challenges or any other unforeseen effects. As discussed further on page 35 of this report, 
Richard Stedman, the Air Pollution Control Officer for the Monterey Peninsula Unified Air 
Quality Control District (Air District) submitted a letter to Commission staff indicating that the 
district “fully supports” the City’s [initial] efforts (i.e. 26 wood fire rings) to reduce wood smoke 
from beach fires and stated: 
 

Limiting the number of fire rings on the beach is a common sense approach that should be 
effective in addressing the problem. 

 
Commission staff spoke with Mr. Stedman on several occasions regarding beach fires in Carmel 
and the City’s initial proposal to cap the number of rings at 26. And Commission staff continued 
to work with Mr. Stedman on changes to address air quality concerns in developing this 
recommendation. Although Mr. Stedman could not say what the appropriate number of fire rings 
was, he did indicate that he expected air quality to improve significantly along the Carmel 
shoreline with a cap or restriction on the numbers of beach fires.  
 
Interpretation of PM2.5 Monitoring Data 
The City asserts that the District’s PM monitor placed at 13th Avenue and Scenic Road detected 
levels of wood smoke pollution that were unsafe for sensitive individuals and at levels that 
would trigger an evacuation under the EPA’s wildfire management guidance for public health 
officials. The City is referring to PM2.5 concentration levels recorded on Saturday July 4, 2015, 
when the readings exceeded the “good” category for five hours and reached the “unhealthy” 
level for two consecutive hours during the evening. The high PM2.5 levels coincided with a 
rough count of 135 beach fires. According to the City, the numbers of persons on the beach were 
too numerous to count. Certainly, the number of beach fires that night was higher than normal, 
and it is likely fair to assume that they contributed to the “spike” in PM2.5 concentrations. But 
beach fires were not the only contributing factor. There were well above average numbers of cars 
and traffic idling along Scenic Road. Many families and groups were celebrating the holiday 
with a barbeque both on the beach and at the residential properties fronting the beach. Another 
significant contributing factor may have been the illegal fireworks that were set off on the beach 
and in the vicinity (a phenomenon that occurs at nearly every urban beach on the Central Coast 
during the Independence Day holiday). All these factors may have contributed to the extremely 
high and unusual PM2.5 concentration reading along Carmel Beach on July 4th. Thus, it cannot 
be concluded that wood beach fires were the direct and specific cause of the “spikes” of PM2.5 
levels on July 4, 2015. 
 
With regard to the EPA’s wildfire management guidance protocol, the table on page 23 of this 
report that identifies recommended actions under various air quality scenarios. The purpose of 
these EPA guidelines is to help inform health officials, the media, and the general public about 
the current status of air quality and to provide them with appropriate strategies to mitigate 
exposure to smoke. The table divides air quality into “good,” “moderate,” “unhealthy for 
sensitive groups” and “unhealthy” categories and provides a corresponding recommendation for 
action under each scenario. At the “unhealthy” level that was experienced for two hours during 
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the July 4, 2015 evening, the described health effects of prolonged exposure are increased 
aggravation of heart or lung disease and premature mortality in persons with cardiopulmonary 
disease and the elderly, and increased respiratory effects in the general public. The guidelines’ 
cautionary statement suggests that sensitive groups should avoid prolonged or heavy exertion 
and to stay indoors. Other protective actions include staying in a “clean” room where there is no 
indoor smoke or particle sources, or go to a “clean air” shelter out of the area. Perhaps this last 
bit of advice is what the City was referring to when it suggested that Carmel Beach reached a 
PM2.5 level that would trigger an evacuation. In any case, it does not appear from the EPA 
guidelines that an actual evacuation would be triggered at the levels detected at the monitor. 
Further, the recommendations are based on wildfire smoke exposure, which tends to be much 
longer in duration than the relatively short two-hour episode that occurred on Carmel Beach. 
That said, the numbers of fires (135) that occurred on the beach on July 4th and the 
corresponding PM2.5 concentration are a concern, and one that can be effectively addressed 
through implementation of beach fire management plan that better manages fires at Carmel 
Beach.  
 
Finally, the City contends that Commission staff are “downplaying the health risks and 
advocating for a policy that would cause greater exposure and harm to human health” (emphasis 
in original). This is inaccurate. Commission staff, including Dr. Koteen, has interpreted and 
analyzed the PM monitoring data in an unbiased fashion, and has sought to understand it in 
relation to both the enforceable standards of the federal Clean Air Act and EPA’s air quality 
guidance. The one Clean Air Act exceedance took place on a day when beach fires were not 
allowed because of the City’s prohibition (and appears to be at least partly the result of inland 
wildfires that were burning at the time), and thus cannot be attributed to beach fires. During other 
times, the data shows PM2.5 levels to be fairly constant during the week, with ‘spikes’ in PM2.5 
levels roughly corresponding to weekend and holiday periods. These same spikes appear on 
weekends both before and after the City’s moratorium on beach fires (see Exhibit 13). Based on 
EPA guidelines, the monitored PM2.5 levels have predominantly fallen into the “good” air 
quality category about 98% of the time. The PM2.5 spikes have risen into the “moderate” air 
quality category about 1.8% of the time, and into the “unhealthy” air quality category less than 
one-percent of the time.  
 
Importantly, the air quality monitoring done to date cannot distinguish between potential sources 
of PM2.5 (e.g., beach fires, but also residential chimney smoke, residential barbeques, vehicular 
emissions, etc.), and the dataset lacks other important information from which to draw effective 
conclusions (e.g., baseline and comparative data related to times/areas without beach fires at the 
beach, robust and site specific meteorological data, complete beach and fire use data, etc.). In 
fact, given the issues with the dataset, it cannot be concluded that beach fires alone are the cause 
of all PM readings at the 13th Avenue monitoring station, nor that they are the cause of all of the 
air quality issues associated with those readings. Based on the weekend fire data collected by the 
City, it seems fair to conclude that beach fires on the five monitored weekends had a relationship 
to the higher PM readings during the same time, but attributing all such readings (and all other 
PM readings over the monitored time frame) to beach fires is not borne out by the data. In fact, 
the level of PM at the 13th Avenue monitoring station is roughly the same before and after the 
City’s moratorium on beach fires, including specifically on weekends where similar types of 
‘spikes’ in PM readings continue to occur even after the City imposed its beach fire moratorium. 
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Given this, it is clear that there are other sources of PM unrelated to beach fires that are also 
affecting PM concentrations at the 13th Avenue monitoring station.  
 
Thus, staff is not downplaying any risks; rather staff is using established Clean Air Act/EPA 
standards to help understand the degree of risk, and the appropriate response. Again, to be clear, 
the data thus far cannot definitively identify the potential sources for PM, and it cannot be used 
to ascribe all PM readings to beach fires. That would be a scientifically inaccurate conclusion 
based on the data collected to date. Commission staff agree that beach fires appear to be 
contributing to such issues, and are recommending a program to reduce such beach fires as a 
result, and are doing this precisely because of the potential for public health impacts.  
 
Other Potential Sources of PM2.5 
The City has proposed to eliminate wood beach fires because of the presumed potential health 
effects from smoke from such fires. The City has made an assumption that any “spikes” in 
PM2.5 arise solely from wood fires on the beach. However, hundreds of homes are located in the 
neighborhood inland of Carmel Beach, and the majority of these homes have chimneys, many of 
which are likely associated with wood fireplaces. Many of these residences also have outdoor 
barbecues, which can also contribute to air pollution. There has been no evaluation of the extent 
that fires in wood fireplaces, residential barbecues, or even exhaust from vehicles traveling in the 
Carmel area may contribute to “spikes” seen in air quality data, which continue to occur even on 
weekends since the beach fires moratorium has been in effect.  
 
Other Comments 
In addition to City comments, the Commission also received correspondence from the public 
regarding staff’s recommendation, with 31 being in favor of allowing wood fires on the beach 
(although some were open to reducing the number of wood fire rings to less than staff’s 
recommendation of 26), and 25 opposed to wood fires on the beach (see Exhibit 12). Public 
comments raise similar issues as the City’s comments, and generally raise issues addressed in the 
main body of this report, and these are not again addressed here. 
  
One comment received states that the Commission has already required (per CDP 5-14-1213) 
that beach fires in the South Coast region be located at least 700 feet from any residence, based 
on the South Coast Air Quality Management District’s (AQMD’s) amended Open Burning Rule 
444. The commenter is incorrect. This AQMD rule (which is specific to the Newport Beach area 
and does not apply in Carmel-by-the-Sea) allows for fire rings to be closer than 700 feet from 
any residence, provided that the fire rings are spaced at least 100 feet apart from each other (or 
50 feet apart if no more than 15 rings per contiguous beach area in City limits), and there is no 
minimum distance from residences specified.  
 
8. Other Changes 
The staff report is modified as follows: 
 
Footnote 18 at the bottom of staff report page 14 is modified as follows: 

See the “Scenic and Visual Resources” section in the de novo findings below for the full text 
of these LCP provisions. 
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The first paragraph on staff report page 15 is modified as follows: 
…Although the City authorized the use of fire rings on Carmel Beach, the specific fire rings 
to be put on the beach were not defined at the time of the City’s May 5, 2015 final approval. 
Carmel’s shoreline with its signature white sand, dune-like back-beach, golden granite 
seawalls, and backdrop of Monterey pine and cypress trees is highly scenic and recognized 
the world over. Ordinary concrete fire rings (or some other as yet undetermined style) could 
almost certainly detract from and degrade the natural beauty of the beach and shoreline.… 

 
The last sentence of the first paragraph on staff report page 18 is modified as follows: 

Carmel is only one of two the coastal communities in Monterey County where that is 
extremely popular for beach fires are allowed and thus the loss of them could have far 
reaching consequences regionally and for management of similar activities up and down the 
state. 

 
The fourth paragraph on staff report page 19 is modified as follows: 

…While the City’s action authorized the extension of the Urgency Ordinance, the City did 
not issue a follow up regular CDP to authorize the initial 45-day emergency authorization 
nor did it issue a CDP to extend the moratorium beyond the initial 45-day emergency 
authorization, as required by the LCP and Coastal Act.… 

 
Footnote 30 at the bottom of staff report page 20 is modified as follows: 

Particulate matter is a generic term for particles suspended in the air, typically as a mixture 
of both solid particles and liquid droplets. PM 2.5 is particulate matter with a diameter that 
is 2.5 micrometers and or smaller. 

 
Footnote 33 at the bottom of staff report page 21 is modified as follows: 

Units are in micrograms per meter cubed, µg.m-3 µg/m3. 
 
The last paragraph on staff report page 22 is modified as follows: 

The data collected by the City and MPUAPCD was provided to the Commission in relation 
to AQI values for both 24-hour and 1-hour averages. This data showed values from the 
“Good” AQI category through the “Unhealthy” category (i.e., none of the values exceeded 
the “Unhealthy” category to extend into the “Very Unhealthy” or “Hazardous” categories). 
The AQI’s “Recommended Actions for Public Health Officials” and “Health Effects and 
Cautionary Statements” (Tables 3 and 2, respectively, from EPA’s “Revised Air Quality 
Standards for Particle Pollution and Updates to the Air Quality Index” document) are 
presented in relation to the values provided (i.e. from Good through Unhealthy) in the table 
below, which combines the applicable components of EPA’s Tables 2 and 3. 

 
The reference to “Table 1” on the top of staff report page 23 is deleted. 
 
The last sentence of the third paragraph on staff report page 32 is replaced with the following: 
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Carmel Beach is a significant beach fire resource for the larger area, as evidenced by the 
data showing that some 80% of beach fire users that come to this beach for beach fires from 
outside of Carmel, and the data simply does not support such drastic measures. 

 
The third paragraph on staff report page 37 is modified as follows: 

Accordingly, the Pilot Program, including the BFMPP, is the appropriate vehicle for 
managing fires and addressing resource issues on Carmel Beach. 

 
The second paragraph on staff report page 40 is modified as follows: 

The proposed signage program is mostly adequate but needs to be revised to allow for wood-
burning fires, to prohibit propane-fueled fires and too ensure that signage will have no 
significant adverse impact on public coastal views. … 

 
The third paragraph on staff report page 43 is modified as follows: 

…Outside of these dates, weekly monitoring will be performed to assess the threat of 
inundation and determine whether the fire rings must be removed and/or if the timing is right 
to restore the fire rings to the beach. … 

 
The third paragraph on staff report page 44 is modified as follows: 

…Special Condition 1(d) also requires a comprehensive adaptive management plan to 
address the times for fire ring removal and replacement, the location of where the rings will 
be storage stored, detail on how the rings will be cleaned and the location of ash/debris 
disposal. … 

 
The last paragraph on staff report page 46 is modified as follows: 

As discussed above, in the “Substantial Issue” and “De Novo” Hazards sections of this staff 
report, the City has issued and enforced an Urgency Ordinance placing a moratorium on 
beach fires during weekends and holidays. … 

 
The last paragraph on staff report page 47 is modified as follows: 

LUP Policy O4-10 and Policy 5.3 of the Shoreline Management Plan provide that beach 
users are allowed “the opportunity to enjoy a fire for warmth or cooking … until 10 p.m. 
south of Tenth Avenue but at least twenty-five feet from the base of the bluffs.” 

 
9. Articles 
Finally, there have been several recent articles on the issue of beach fires at Carmel Beach. Links 
to recent articles are provided below, and the actual articles are attached. 
 
California Coastal Commission aims to restore Carmel beach fire tradition 
http://www.montereycountyweekly.com/news/local_news/california-coastal-commission-aims-
to-restore-carmel-beach-fire-tradition/article_1d83121e-9ec2-11e5-9f21-
5b8372e91f8d.html?utm_medium=social&utm_source=email&utm_campaign=user-share 
  

http://www.montereycountyweekly.com/news/local_news/california-coastal-commission-aims-to-restore-carmel-beach-fire-tradition/article_1d83121e-9ec2-11e5-9f21-5b8372e91f8d.html?utm_medium=social&utm_source=email&utm_campaign=user-share
http://www.montereycountyweekly.com/news/local_news/california-coastal-commission-aims-to-restore-carmel-beach-fire-tradition/article_1d83121e-9ec2-11e5-9f21-5b8372e91f8d.html?utm_medium=social&utm_source=email&utm_campaign=user-share
http://www.montereycountyweekly.com/news/local_news/california-coastal-commission-aims-to-restore-carmel-beach-fire-tradition/article_1d83121e-9ec2-11e5-9f21-5b8372e91f8d.html?utm_medium=social&utm_source=email&utm_campaign=user-share
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To ban or not to ban beach bonfires: what a weird question 
http://www.montereycountyweekly.com/opinion/local_spin/to-ban-or-not-to-ban-beach-bonfires-
what-a/article_69a73076-9ebd-11e5-8385-
bf5c6bc92013.html?utm_medium=social&utm_source=email&utm_campaign=user-share 
 
Coastal Commission calling out Carmel on its beach fire bans 
http://www.ksbw.com/news/Coastal-Commission-calling-out-Carmel-on-its-beach-fire-
bans/36885746 
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Fires on Carmel Beach are Established Policy 
The City of Carmel-by-the-Sea has historically allowed the public to establish fires on Carmel Beach.  
Beach fires are identified as a part the City’s cultural identity and the beach’s recreational utility in the 
City’s LCP, with the time when fires are permitted and the appropriate locations detailed (see, for 
example, LUP Policy O4-10, LUP Policy P4-57, and IP Sections 17.20.20.D and E).  Beach fires are 
already limited in Carmel to the area south of 10th Avenue, or about one-third of the beach.  Beach fires 
are not allowed on the other roughly two-thirds of the beach, so the issues discussed herein do not pertain 
to the whole of Carmel Beach, but rather only to the southernmost third of the beach.  In response to 
concerns raised regarding smoke and other issues associated with these beach fires in this southernmost 
area, an air quality monitoring station was established by the Monterey Bay Unified Air Pollution Control 
District (MBUAPCD) at a private residence at the corner of 13th Avenue and Scenic Drive, just inland of 
Carmel Beach.  The specific purpose of the air quality monitoring station is to measure particulate matter 
concentrations in the 2.5 micro-meter diameter range (PM 2.5)1, as particulate matter in this size class is 
commonly associated with smoke2.  In addition, and also in response to concerns raised, the City recently 
instituted a new moratorium on beach fires within the allowed beach fire area from Friday through 
Sunday and on all holidays; beach fires are still allowed in the beach fire area Monday through Thursday, 
if these days do not fall on a holiday. Beach fires are not allowed on the northern two-thirds of Carmel 
Beach per the LCP. 
 
High concentrations of PM 2.5 are harmful to human health 
Several decades of research have documented strong correlations between elevated particulate emissions 
(PM 10 and PM 2.5) and a wide range of adverse health outcomes.  These include increased rates of 
pulmonary and cardiovascular morbidity and mortality, adverse reproductive outcomes, and possible 
neurological effects3.  Adverse health outcomes have been found to be associated with short-term acute 
exposures to high particulate concentrations.  Long-term health impacts can also result from sustained 
exposure to elevated particulate levels4 and result in premature death rates in locations where they occur.  
Particularly vulnerable populations include children, those with chronic ailments, such as asthma or 
cardiovascular disease, and the elderly5.  High concentrations of particulate matter are also associated 
with reduced visibility, and can form haze when sunlight encounters tiny pollution particles. 

                                                           
1 PM 2.5 are particulate emissions with an aerodynamic diameter of 2.5 µm or less.  Aerodynamic diameter is the 
diameter of an idealized particle that has the same aerodynamic properties as a given particle, but which is spherical 
in shape.  1 µm = 10-6 m.  
 
2“Particulate Matter,” U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, http://www3.epa.gov/pm/ 
 
3 Dockery, D.W. 2009. Health effects of particulate air pollution. Annals of Epidemiology. 19:257–263. 
Rueckerl, R., A. Schneider, S. Breitner, J. Cyrys, and A. Peters. 2011. Health effects of particulate air pollution: A 
review of epidemiological evidence. Inhalation Toxicology. 23:555–592. 
 
4 Puett, R.C., J. Schwartz, J.E. Hart, J.D. Yanosky, F.E. Speizer, H. Suh, C.J. Paciorek, L.M. Neas, and F. Laden. 2008. 
Chronic particulate exposure, mortality, and coronary heart disease in the nurses’ health study. American Journal of 
Epidemiology. 168:1161–1168.   
 

Strak, M., N.A.H. Janssen, K.J. Godri, I. Gosens, I.S. Mudway, F.R. Cassee, E. Lebret, F.J. Kelly, R.M. Harrison, B. 
Brunekreef, et al. 2012. Respiratory health effects of airborne particulate matter: The role of particle size, 
composition, and oxidative potential-The RAPTES Project. Environmental Health Perspectives. 120:1183–1189. 
 
5 Rueckerl, R., A. Schneider, S. Breitner, J. Cyrys, and A. Peters. 2011. Health effects of particulate air pollution: A 
review of epidemiological evidence. Inhalation Toxicology 23:555–592. 

http://www3.epa.gov/pm/
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The standard procedure for evaluating whether particulate matter concentrations are at levels harmful to human 
health is to rely on those standards established by the state and federal Environmental Protection Agencies 
(EPA) under the State and Federal Clean Air Acts.  The Clean Air Act standards for PM 2.5 appear in Table 1. 
  

Table 1: State and National Ambient Air Quality Standards for Particulate Matter6 
 California Ambient Air Quality 

Standards for PM 2.5 
National Primary7 Ambient Air Quality 

Standards for PM 2.5 
Annual 12 µg.m-3# 12 µg.m-3 

24 
Hours8 

* 35 µg.m-3 

*  Standards for 24-hour PM 2.5 are not explicitly set by the California Air Resources Board.  Instead, the 
California Air Resources Board references the National Air Quality Standards 9. 

#    This unit is micrograms per cubic meter. 
 
In addition to these Clean Air Act standards, the EPA puts out the following guidelines for public health 
officials, Table 2, to provide the public with information about the health risks associated with ambient 
PM 2.5 concentrations.  These guidelines are sometimes referred to as the Air Quality Index, or AQI.   
(See Table 2 on next page.) 

  

                                                           
6 Particulate Matter Overview, http://www.arb.ca.gov/research/aaqs/caaqs/pm/pm.htm 
 
7 The EPA sets both primary and secondary ambient air quality standards for PM 2.5. The primary standard is a 
health based standard , whereas the secondary standard is a “welfare” based standard concerning environmental 
impacts.  Because the City’s actions are concerned with air quality/health impacts relating to beach fires, the primary 
health-based standard is relevant here. 
 
8 Setting the daily mean as a threshold value is an approximation here.  To see if the actual standard is met, one must 
have 3 years of data and follow procedures outlined in 40 CFR Part 50, Appendix N to Part 50 - Interpretation of the 
National Ambient Air Quality Standards for PM2.5, https://www.law.cornell.edu/cfr/text/40/part-50/appendix-N.  
The method detailed in this appendix allows for occasional daily concentrations greater than 35µg.m-3. 
9 Ibid. 
 

http://www.arb.ca.gov/research/aaqs/caaqs/pm/pm.htm
https://www.law.cornell.edu/cfr/text/40/part-50/appendix-N


L.Koteen Memorandum to M. Watson regarding Carmel Beach Air Quality Issues, Dec. 9, 2015 
 

4 
 

 

Table 2: One to Three Hour and 24-Hour Air Quality Guidelines for Particle Pollution (PM 2.5)10,11 

Air Quality  PM 2.5  
1 to 3-Hour 

PM 2.5   
24-hour 

Interpretation 
 

Good 0 - 38 0 - 12 Air quality is considered satisfactory, and air 
pollution poses little or no risk 

Moderate 39 - 88 12.1 - 35.4 

Air quality is acceptable; however, for some 
pollutants there may be a moderate health concern 
for a very small number of people who are 
unusually sensitive to air pollution. 

Unhealthy for 
Sensitive 
Groups 

89 - 138 35.5 - 55.4 
Members of sensitive groups may experience health 
effects. The general public is not likely to be 
affected. 

Unhealthy 139 - 351 55.5 - 150.4 
Everyone may begin to experience health effects; 
members of sensitive groups may experience more 
serious health effects. 

Very Unhealthy 
Alert 352 - 526 150.5 - 250.4 Health warnings of emergency conditions. The 

entire population is more likely to be affected. 

Hazardous >526 >250.5 - 500 Health alert: everyone may experience more serious 
health effects 

*PM 2.5 units are in micrograms per meter cubed, µg.m-3. 

Data Exploration of Air Quality in the Vicinity of Beach Fire Area at Carmel Beach 
To determine whether or not a moratorium on beach fires within the allowed beach fire area at the 
southern third of Carmel Beach is sound policy that will reduce the likelihood of harming human health, I 
analyzed available data from several sources.  The goals of this data analysis were to answer the 
following questions: 

1. Do exceedances of national and state air quality standards and public health guidelines for 
PM 2.5 occur in the vicinity of the allowed beach fire area at Carmel Beach? 

2. If exceedances of PM 2.5 standards and guidelines do occur in that area, is the PM source of 
those exceedance episodes attributable to beach fires from the beach fire area? 

I used the following data to answer the above questions: 

PM 2.5 data  
This data was provided to me by the MBUAPCD from the air quality monitoring station that was installed 
at the 13th Avenue and Scenic Drive location, Figure 1. This location is within the local airshed of the 
beach fire portion of Carmel Beach. The data extends from May 21, 2015 through October 19, 2015, and 
contains hourly, eight-hour and twenty-four hour average measurements, which I evaluated for 

                                                           
10 Air Quality Index Basics, http://airnow.gov/index.cfm?action=aqibasics.aqi 
 
11 Wildfire Smoke:  A Guide for Public Health Professionals, http://www.arb.ca.gov/carpa/toolkit/data-to-
mes/wildfire-smoke-guide.pdf 

http://airnow.gov/index.cfm?action=aqibasics.aqi
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conformance to air quality standards and guidelines. The District used an E-BAM sensor to measure PM 
2.5 concentrations.  E-BAM sensors rely upon a beta attenuation technology.  According to this method, 
ambient air is drawn through the E-BAM sensor at a specified flow rate and particulates are captured by a 
filter tape in the sensor core.  Beta radiation is emitted through the tape both before and after PM 2.5 mass 
collection, and the ratio of beta radiation that is attenuated before and after particle collection is used to 
determine the particle mass12. The accuracy of this measurement relies on thorough mixing of ambient 
air.  When systematically compared to a reference sampler, E-BAM sensors were found to be accurate, 
but to overestimate PM 2.5 concentrations by 13.5% on average in a 2003 study.  However, the 
technology may have improved in the interim13.   

Beach Fire data  
Data on the number of fires within the beach fire area at Carmel Beach were provided by the City of 
Carmel-by-the-Sea based on its observations for five weekends spanning a time period from June 27, 
2015 through July 26, 2015.  I used this data to evaluate the relationship between the number of fires and 
the PM 2.5 concentrations at the 13th Avenue monitoring station14.  The City provided beach fire number 
data both for the 7:00 p.m. time frame as well as the 8:30 p.m. time frame.  I used the 7:00 p.m. data for 
my analysis based on the assumption that a “sea breeze” was most likely to be still active at that time, 
leading to readings at the monitoring station location that would reflect the effects of beach fire smoke15.  
At coastal locations an on-shore breeze usually develops during the day based on air circulation patterns 
established by temperature differences between the land and water (land temperature > water 
temperature).  As the sun sets, the temperature differences grow smaller or are reversed, and the sea 
breeze is typically quieted.  Therefore, PM 2.5 measurements at the location of the sensor are likely to 
best reflect smoke produced on the beach during times when the sea breeze is active16. 

Meteorological Data 
I used available meteorological data to evaluate wind speed and wind direction during episodes when 
higher PM 2.5 concentrations were recorded by the monitoring sensor in order to understand the source of 
particulate matter for these episodes.  Meteorological data were recorded at the location of the 13th 

                                                           
12 Liberti, A. (1975) Modern methods for air pollution monitoring. Pure and Applied Chemistry, 44(3), 519-534, 
Tao, L. and Harley, R.A. (2014) Changes in fine particulate matter measurement methods and ambient 
concentrations in California. Atmospheric Environment, 98, 676-684. 
 
13 Trent, A. (2003) Laboratory evaluation of real-time smoke particulate monitors General Tech. Rep. 0325–2834–
MTDC), USDA Forest Service Technology and Development Program, Missoula, MT: pp 15. 
 
14 The 13th Avenue monitor cannot distinguish between PM 2.5 from beach fires versus other potential sources (e.g., 
residential fireplaces and barbeques, vehicular exhaust, etc.), so it is not possible to measure the correlation 
explicitly due to beach fires. This analysis generally presumes all PM 2.5 to be from beach fires as a cautionary and 
conservative approach. However, there clearly is a need for more advanced monitoring data of this type to be able to 
conclusively establish relationships between smoke on the beach and inland PM 2.5 concentrations. 
    
15 Ibid (with respect to beach fire smoke versus other potential PM 2.5 sources). In addition, the 13th Avenue 
monitor was not able to collect high quality meteorological data, so this is a proxy for what might be reasonably 
inferred in this regard (see also ‘Meteorological Data’ discussion that follows). 
    
16 Ibid (need for more advanced monitoring data (related to the effect of different sources and wind patterns, etc.) to 
be able to draw effective conclusions).  
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Avenue air quality monitoring station.  However, those data were generally of poor quality due to 
difficulties in finding a suitable setup location for the meteorological sensors.  The quality of wind data 
will suffer when it is placed behind a physical barrier, as was the case at the 13th Avenue monitoring 
station.  PM 2.5 data may suffer as well, but in this case it probably reflects the local air quality fairly 
well.  Although the sensor is quite near to the beach, it is at a sufficient distance that the air should be 
well-mixed by the time it reaches the sensor, although this is an assumption17. The MBUAPCD did 
provide me with reliable meteorological data from a Pacific Grove location as provided by the California 
Irrigation Management Information System network (CIMIS)18.  CIMIS is a network of weather stations 
arrayed across California where numerous meteorological variables are recorded on an hourly basis.  The 
location of the Pacific Grove sensor has the benefit of being located along the coast, but it is in a 
somewhat different orientation than Carmel Beach.  In addition, the Pacific Grove sensor is located 
substantially to the north of Carmel Beach, and in an area that is more directly exposed to the 
predominant northwest winds, whereas Carmel Beach is located within Carmel Bay where the headlands 
of the Bay may change wind dynamics as compared to the Pacific Grove sensor, Figure 2.  Therefore, I 
viewed these wind data as representative overall, but by no means identical to the meteorological 
conditions that occur at Carmel Beach.   
 
Analysis of Air Quality Standards and Guidelines in relation to PM 2.5 readings in the Carmel 
Beach Fire Area Airshed 
To answer the question of whether federal air quality standards were exceeded, or whether state public 
health guidelines showed problematic air quality inland of the beach fire area during the study period, I 
graphed the one-hour and the twenty-four hour average data from the 13th Avenue monitoring station to 
correspond with the guidelines listed in Table 2.  These appear in Figures 3 and 4 respectively.  
Although the one-hour data are important and informative, the twenty-four hour data are the only data for 
which enforceable Clean Air Act standards exist.  Therefore, I relied solely on the twenty-four hour data 
to determine if an air quality exceedance occurred.  According to the 24-hour data, daily standards for PM 
2.5 were exceeded one time, on September 20, 2015, Figure 4, (but see footnote 8 which establishes that 
this is a conservative interpretation of the Clean Air Act Standard, and that three years are required to 
actually establish if a violation has occurred). I do not attribute this exceedance to beach fire smoke, 
however, because it occurred on a Sunday when the City was enforcing its beach fire moratorium.  

Turning to the hourly data, Figure 3, we see that readings at the 13th Avenue monitoring station were 
predominantly in the “Good” air quality category almost all of the time19.  We also see several data points 
that exceeded recommended guidelines for one to three hour concentrations.  By “exceeding 
recommended guidelines,” I am distinguishing between exceedances of state and federal standards, which 
represents non-compliance with the Clean Air Act, and exceedance of the guidelines detailed in Table 2 
above, which puts air quality conditions outside of a set of recommendations for public health officials to 
guide their response under different particulate matter concentrations.  Under these EPA guidelines, PM 

                                                           
17 Ibid (note that the sensor cannot distinguish between different potential sources). 
 
18 California Irrigation Management Information System (CIMIS), http://www.cimis.water.ca.gov/ 
 
19 See Table 2 above. Per EPA guidelines, the “Good” category means “Air quality is considered satisfactory, and 
air pollution poses little or no risk.” 
 

http://www.cimis.water.ca.gov/


L.Koteen Memorandum to M. Watson regarding Carmel Beach Air Quality Issues, Dec. 9, 2015 
 

7 
 

2.5 concentrations reached levels “Unhealthy for Sensitive Groups” during six individual hours in the 
months of May through early July.  In addition, on July 4th, a day in which recreationists lit 75 and 135 
fires (by 7 p.m. and 8:30 p.m. respectively)20, PM 2.5 concentrations rose into the “Unhealthy” category 
for two hours as measured at the 13th Avenue monitoring station.  Across the entire five-month hourly 
dataset, air quality conditions for PM 2.5 fell into the “Good” category 98.0% of the time, into the 
“Moderate” category 1.8% of the time, into the “Unhealthy for Sensitive Individuals” category 0.17% of 
the time and into the “Unhealthy” category 0.055% of the time21. In short, the data shows that air quality 
at the 13th Avenue monitoring station was almost always in the “Good” air quality category, when the 
finer-grained hourly average air quality is considered, for which the EPA does not recommend that any 
actions are necessary to abate air quality concerns (see Table 2). Air quality only entered into the 
“Unhealthy” categories eight times (about 0.23% of the data points), one time of which exceeded Clean 
Air Act standards during a time when there were no beach fires.  In Figure 4, we see the single 
aforementioned 24-hour data point where PM 2.5 exceeded the recommended guidelines for 24-hour 
concentrations (during a time when the City enforced a prohibition on all beach fires).   

A comparison of Figures 3 and 4 is also informative.  The finer-grained hourly data, Figure 3, indicates 
that eight hours of high PM 2.5 concentrations fell in the “Unhealthy for Sensitive Individuals” and 
“Unhealthy” categories on weekends before the moratorium was implemented. However, the coarser-
grained, 24-hour averaged data, graphed in Figure 4, reveals that large fluctuations in PM 2.5 readings 
occurred both pre- and post-moratorium, with PM 2.5 concentrations indicating “Moderate” air quality 
conditions evident throughout the dataset. The period from approximately August 14th, 2015 through 
October 15th, 2015, for example, is a period of large fluctuations in PM 2.5 concentrations, with no 
apparent pattern of high or low values associated with weekends or weekdays. These observations 
emphasize that a multi-source analysis combined with meteorological data would be required to 
understand, and potentially improve, our understanding of particulate matter concentrations in this region.  
Further, a focus solely on beach fires at Carmel Beach as a means of improving PM 2.5 concentrations in 
Carmel-by-the-Sea, will be a partial solution at best, given that there are many other factors that can 
contribute to PM 2.5 concentrations, including wood fires in residential fireplaces, vehicle exhaust, 
backyard barbecues, etc. 

Analysis of the Correlation between Beach Fire Occurrence and PM 2.5 Concentration 
To determine if the source of the relatively higher PM 2.5 concentrations at the 13th Avenue monitoring 
station can be attributed to fires within the beach fire area on Carmel Beach (Question 2, above), I 
followed two approaches.  For the first approach, I graphed the 24-hour data for the time period preceding 
the moratorium on beach fires (i.e., for the time period from May 21, 2015 through August 2, 2015), 
Figure 5.  I then identified all the weekends in this time period (Friday through Sunday).  If PM 2.5 
concentrations exceeded 12 µg.m-3 during any portion of those weekends (i.e., if concentrations exceeded 
state guidelines for “Good” PM 2.5 conditions), I drew a shaded box around those weekends to separate 

                                                           
20 Data provided by the City of Carmel-by-the-Sea. 
 
21 These percentages sum to 100.025% due to a slight rounding error. 
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them visually from the larger dataset22.  I followed this procedure on the assumption that more visitors are 
likely to be recreating on the beach on weekends, especially into the evenings23.  Therefore, if relatively 
higher PM 2.5 concentrations at the 13th Avenue monitoring station were found to correspond with those 
weekend dates, I considered it safe for the purposes of this analysis to attribute those conditions to the 
higher number of beach fires within the beach fire area during that time.  As is evident in Figure 5, the 
majority of the relatively high PM 2.5 episodes over this time period did occur on weekends, with the 
exception of June 15th – 18th, (Monday through Thursday), July 28th and 29th, (Tuesday and Wednesday),  
and a few additional points leading into or out of the weekend time periods highlighted on the graph.  
During these highlighted, weekend time periods and the other times identified, air quality entered the 
“Moderate” zone for PM 2.5. From the “Moderate” air quality conditions that occurred on July 28th and 
29th, and from a few periods visible later in the dataset after the moratorium was imposed (roughly August 
14th – September 11th), Figure 4, when PM 2.5 concentrations were again relatively high, it is clear that 
factors other than fires on Carmel Beach also contribute to the measured PM 2.5 concentrations at the 13th 
Avenue monitoring station. As indicated earlier, more robust data collection would be required to be able 
to differentiate among different potential contributors affecting PM concentrations, including not only in 
relation to sources, but other related and critical data (e.g., meteorological data, beach fire number and 
location data, etc.).      

For the second part of this analysis, I used a linear regression approach as a means to evaluate the 
correlation between the City’s fire data (i.e. the number of fires that occurred at 7:00 p.m. across five 
weekends, as estimated by the City) and the PM 2.5 data from the 13th Avenue monitoring station.  The 
results of this analysis appear in Figure 6.  In this approach, the r-squared value, or the square of the 
correlation coefficient, establishes the strength of the relationship between the number of fires on these 
five weekends and PM 2.5 data, with a value of one indicating perfect correlation between the variables 
and a value of zero indicating no correlation.  I found an r-squared value of 0.65, indicating a relatively 
strong correlation between the number of fires on these weekends and PM 2.5. That is to say that 
approximately 65% of the relatively high PM 2.5 concentrations can be explained by the number of beach 
fires on these five weekends, whereas the remaining 35% do not.  However, and in addition to issues 
previously noted regarding the nature of the data set, a few additional caveats must be applied to this 
analysis.  First, the dataset is very short, and includes data from five weekends only, and during time 
periods when wind conditions were assumed to be pushing smoke inland.  A longer dataset along with 
baseline and comparative data would likely give a truer picture of the actual relationship between the 
number of fires and PM 2.5.  The relationship is also strongly influenced by the one point at the high end 
of the number of fires (i.e., on July 4th when there were 75 reported fires at 7:00 PM, with a corresponding 
PM 2.5 concentration of 148 µg.m-3)24.   If this point is removed from the dataset, the r-squared value falls 
to 0.21, which is a much weaker correlation.  That being said, it appears from the larger analysis that the 

                                                           
22There were four weekends during this period where air quality remained in the “Good” range for the entire 
weekend (i.e. May 29-31, July 10-12, July 24-26 and July 31- August 2).  
 
23 Note that this is an assumption for the purposes of this memo only. Obviously, the conditions that lead to more 
versus less use of the beach are complicated and more difficult to model. The use of the beach is driven by much 
more than just whether the days fall on Friday through Sunday (e.g., temperature and weather patterns and 
conditions, daylight hours, surf and swells, school and holiday patterns, local and regional events, etc.). 
 
24 At 8:30 PM, the number of fires reported was 135, with PM 2.5 readings of 153 µg.m-3. 
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number of fires on Carmel Beach likely influence the particulate matter concentrations at the 13th Avenue 
monitoring station. 

Source of high PM 2.5 in September 
In addition to the above analyses, I also sought to identify the source of the exceedance episode that 
occurred on September 20th, 2015, as this was the one time the data shows that the 24-hour federal air 
quality standard was exceeded.  Due to the moratorium on weekend fires at that time, it appears clear that 
beach fires could not be implicated in the exceedance. However, because PM 2.5 concentrations are 
frequently associated with smoke, I looked at the catalogue of large-scale fires being monitored by Cal 
Fire25 to see if any fires coincided with the dates in question.  I found that two fires in the Carmel Beach 
vicinity corresponded with these dates, and more than likely explain the high PM 2.5 concentration 
readings on this date.  These were the Tassajara fire, a fire that burned 1,086 acres from September 19th 
through September 27th, and the Laureles fire, which burned from September 19th through September 21st 
and consumed 95 acres, Figure 7.   

Conclusions 
To conclude, and to answer the questions posed above, yes, one exceedance of the Clean Air Act 24-hour 
PM 2.5 standards did occur over the five-month time period examined. However, that exceedance 
occurred on a Sunday when the beach fire moratorium was in place, and there were no beach fires. Thus, 
this exceedance was due to PM 2.5 sources other than beach fires. This exceedance instead appears to 
have been associated with the large fires that occurred inland of Carmel Beach along Highway 68 at that 
time, and was definitely not associated with fires on Carmel Beach. Eight other instances of relatively 
high PM 2.5 concentrations did occur on weekends in late May through July, with six hours that fell into 
the “Unhealthy for Sensitive Groups” range and two hours in the “Unhealthy” range. These instances 
occurred when there were also larger numbers of fires on Carmel Beach on those dates.  However, these 
instances were limited to a total of 0.17% of the study period in the “Unhealthy for Sensitive Groups” 
range, and 0.055% of the study period in the “Unhealthy” range. The remainder of the data show that air 
quality remained in the “Moderate” range 1.8% of the time and in the “Good” range for 98% of the time. 

At this time, collection of a larger dataset of particulate matter concentrations is warranted to assess 
whether annual PM 2.5 standards are exceeded, and to what degree such exceedances might be correlated 
to beach fires.  An attempt to identify other sources of PM 2.5 would also be prudent from a public health 
standpoint, as the data record clearly indicates that PM 2.5 is generated from sources unrelated to beach 
fires (i.e., chimney smoke, backyard barbeques, vehicle emissions, industrial processes, etc.).  The 
collection of high quality meteorological data in conjunction with the air quality dataset would also be 
helpful for interpretation of the potential sources of high particulate matter, as would further data on the 
number of fires that occur each day, including on days when documentation confirms that no fires 
occurred.  Based on this analysis, I conclude that limiting the number of beach fires, and better beach fire 
management within the allowed beach fire area at Carmel Beach would be a prudent and cautious 
approach to help avoid exceeding “Good” air quality guidelines inland of that area, but that a ban on all 
such fires is not supported by the data.  

                                                           
 
25 http://calfire.ca.gov/index 
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Figure 1. Location of the 13th Avenue air quality monitoring station 
  



L.Koteen Memorandum to M. Watson regarding Carmel Beach Air Quality Issues, Dec. 9, 2015 
 

11 
 

    Weather Station Location 

 
Figure 2. Location of the Pacific Grove weather station relative to Carmel Beach  
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Figure 3. Hourly average PM 2.5 data at the 13th Avenue monitoring station for the period between May 
21, 2015 and October 19, 2015.  Two points, both on July 4, 2015, are in the “unhealthy” air quality 
category for PM 2.5 (see Table 2).  
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Figure 4.  Daily average PM 2.5 at the 13th Avenue monitoring station for the period between May 21, 
2015 and  October 19, 2015.  One point, on September 20, 2015, exceeds the Clean Air Act PM 2.5 
standards of 35 µg.m-3, and is in the “Unhealthy for Sensitive Groups” air quality category for PM 2.5 
(see Tables 1 and 2).  
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Figure 5. Correspondence of PM 2.5 concentrations at the 13th Avenue monitoring station with weekends 
prior to the City’s weekend moratorium on beach fires.  
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Figure 6. The correlation between the number of fires within the beach fire area on Carmel Beach and PM 
2.5 concentrations at the 13th Avenue monitoring station. 
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Figure 7. Location of the Tassajara Fire and the Laureles Fire relative to Carmel Beach 
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APPEAL STAFF REPORT: SUBSTANTIAL ISSUE 
DETERMINATION & DE NOVO HEARING 

Appeal Number: A-3-CML-15-0033 

Applicant: City of Carmel-by-the-Sea   

Appellant:  Alexis Delehanty  

Local Decision: Approved by the Carmel-by-the-Sea City Council on May 5, 2015 
(City CDP application number MP 15-100). 

Project Location:  The portion of Carmel Beach between Tenth Avenue and Martin 
Way in the City of Carmel-by-the-Sea, Monterey County.  

Project Description: Implement the City’s Beach Fire Management Pilot Program, 
including installing 26 fire rings and Program signage, 
implementing new fire management and beach maintenance 
provisions, and monitoring Program effectiveness. 

Staff Recommendation: Substantial Issue Exists; Approval with Conditions 

IMPORTANT HEARING PROCEDURE NOTE  
The Commission will not take testimony on the “substantial issue” recommendation unless at 
least three Commissioners request it. The Commission may ask questions of the Applicant, any 
aggrieved person, or the Executive Director prior to determining whether or not to take 
testimony regarding whether the appeal raises a substantial issue. If the Commission takes 
testimony regarding whether the appeal raises a substantial issue, testimony is generally limited 
to three minutes total per side and at the discretion of the Chair. Only the Applicant, persons who 
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opposed the application before the local government (or their representatives), and the local 
government shall be qualified to testify during this phase of the hearing. Others may submit 
comments in writing. If the Commission finds that the appeal raises a substantial issue, the de 
novo phase of the hearing will follow, unless it has been postponed, during which the 
Commission will take public testimony. 

SUMMARY OF STAFF RECOMMENDATION 
The City of Carmel-by-the-Sea approved a coastal development permit (CDP) to allow the City 
to install 26 fire rings on Carmel Beach and to implement a new Beach Fire Management Pilot 
Program (Program) along the south end of Carmel Beach, seaward of Scenic Road between 
Tenth Avenue and Martin Way. The City’s CDP decision was appealed to the Commission, with 
the Appellant alleging Local Coastal Program (LCP) conformance issues with respect to hazards, 
public safety, public access and recreation, air and water quality, public views, and community 
character. After reviewing the local record, Commission staff believes that the approved project 
raises a substantial issue with respect to the project’s conformance with the City’s certified LCP 
and the public access and recreation policies of the Coastal Act. 

Carmel Beach is a significant local and regional beach access destination. Its wide expanse of 
white sand extends along a mile of the City’s shoreline, and attracts beach visitors from far and 
wide who come to walk, sit, and play on the beach and in the ocean waves offshore. Many 
beachgoers also come to sit around a beach fire in the early afternoon and evening. These beach 
fires have long been a part of both the cultural fabric and recreational utility associated with 
Carmel Beach, and are called out as an important part of the beach recreational experience here 
in the City’s LCP. Per the LCP, beach fires are only allowed on the beach south of Tenth 
Avenue.1 

The City’s Program is in response to concerns raised by the City and its residents that these 
beach fires are leading to both health issues and beach degradation. The former is associated with 
the smoke from beach fires, and the latter associated with the debris left on the beach, including 
because the beach currently does not have any fire rings and fires are made directly on the sand. 
The Monterey Bay Unified Air Pollution Control District (MBUAPCD), in concert with the City, 
has been monitoring smoke levels (actually PM2.5 levels)2 inland of the beach since late May of 
this year, for a total of 140 days monitored.3 Data from the smoke monitor shows that there was 
one exceedance of the federal Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 24-hour PM2.5 standard 
during this time, which occurred on a day when wood beach fires were not allowed. Otherwise, 
the data shows PM2.5 levels to be fairly constant during the week, and generally increase on 
weekends, with ‘spikes’ in smoke levels roughly corresponding to spikes in the numbers of 

                                                 
1  Fires are not allowed on the rest of the beach, meaning beach fires are already currently limited under the LCP to roughly 35% 

of the beach frontage. 
2  The City and MBUAPCD are monitoring PM2.5, which is a type of particulate matter. Particulate matter is a generic term for 

particles suspended in the air, typically as a mixture of both solid particles and liquid droplets. PM2.5 is particulate matter with 
a diameter that is 2.5 micrometers and smaller. For purposes of comparison, a human hair is about 60 micrometers in diameter. 

3  The monitor is located in the backyard of the house located at the corner of Scenic Drive and 13th Avenue, inland of the beach 
area where beach fires are allowed. 
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beach fires.4 Based on EPA guidelines for the 1-hour PM2.5 concentrations,5 the monitored 
smoke levels have predominantly fallen into the “good” air quality category 98% of the total 
number of hours in the monitoring timeframe, but there are instances when the ‘spikes’ have 
fallen into the “moderate” air quality category (1.3%), and even times where the data indicates 
“unhealthy”6 air (0.7%) (see Exhibit 7).7 Thus, and although there is a need for more robust data 
collection and development,8 it is clear that the monitor has identified some PM2.5 levels that 
extend into unhealthy ranges, and it is clear that there is an air quality problem in the surrounding 
Carmel Beach area to which beach fires appear to contribute that needs to be understood and 
addressed. 

Originally, the City’s approved Program was based on limiting and managing beach fires to 
address these concerns, including no longer allowing unlimited fires directly on the sand, and 
instead limiting such fires to 26 fire rings. However, in the time since the City’s approval (and 
subsequent appeal of that approval to the Commission), the City instituted an “emergency” 
prohibition on beach fires on weekends and holidays, issuing an emergency CDP (that has since 
expired) and an urgency ordinance (which cannot authorize development under the Coastal Act 
and the LCP).9 In addition, the City has taken steps towards declaring a public nuisance and 
banning beach fires altogether.10 Instead of managing beach fires as the City originally proposed, 
the City’s modified approach would be to prohibit wood beach fires, but to allow propane fires 
on Carmel Beach. The City’s new proposal would provide for six City-provided propane-fueled 
fire rings in the area between Tenth Avenue and Martin Way along the beach,11 and unlimited 
propane fires south of Tenth Avenue on the beach if provided privately by the user. Fires would 
only be allowed in the City-provided fire rings from one hour before sunset to 10 p.m., and the 
user provided fires from 7 a.m. to 10 p.m. Staff does not support the City’s proposal. 

Staff concurs with the City that there are numerous problems associated with the current beach 
fire situation at Carmel Beach, including on air quality, water quality, and scenic resources, and 
that management measures are necessary to address and abate those problems. However, staff 
does not believe that the City’s proposed course of action to abate those problems is LCP and 
Coastal Act compliant, and therefore raises a series of coastal resource protection issues. In other 

                                                 
4  The City documented the number of beach fires occurring on weekends over a roughly 5-week period in late June 2015 

through July 2015. 
5  Based on the Revised Air Quality Standards for Particle Pollution and Updates to the Air Quality Index (US EPA December 

14, 2012). There are no State or Federal standards for 1-hour PM2.5 concentrations, only these guidelines. 
6  In terms of the 1-hour average, the monitor found PM2.5 concentrations to be at 153 one time, and thus in the EPA’s 

“Unhealthy” category, and the monitor also found 5 instances where the PM2.5 concentrations fell into the “Unhealthy for 
Sensitive Groups” category. 

7  Standards for 24-hour PM 2.5 are not explicitly set by the California Air Resources Board.  Instead, the California Air 
Resources Board references the National Air Quality Standards. 

8  As indicated above, the single monitor is located in a residential backyard inland of Scenic Drive, and it does not collect the 
type of meteorological data to be able to conclusively demonstrate where the smoke is coming from (e.g., in relation to wind 
etc.). In addition, the City lacks baseline data against which to compare the current data. 

9  The City’s action is being tracked by the Commission as a violation inasmuch as it is not authorized by a CDP.  
10  The City Council adopted a first reading of a public nuisance declaration on November 3, 2015, but has not yet scheduled a 

time to finalize their public nuisance declaration. 
11  Although the City’s new program is not completely fleshed out, as staff understands it currently, the City proposes to install six 

propane fire rings, as well as propane lines and propane tanks in or under the sand. It is not clear whether the City would 
provide propane for which users would pay a fee, or would provide propane for free, or some other mechanism. 
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words, there appear to be many ways to address the identified problem, but to institute a 
complete ban on wood beach fires at this time is not an appropriate solution, particularly 
considering the fact that a complete ban is inconsistent with the City’s own LCP, which 
expressly allows for and encourages beach fires. Furthermore, the City’s proposed propane-only 
program cannot be approved because the LCP explicitly prohibits flammable liquids (like 
propane) on the beach. In addition, the City’s post-prohibition monitoring data does not even 
show that such a proposal would make a significant difference in PM2.5 levels and spikes, thus 
undermining the justification for imposing a complete ban.12 To staff, a more appropriate 
response at the current juncture would be something more in line with the fire management 
Program previously approved by the City (i.e., the approval that is the subject of this appeal). 
Although this Program as approved by the City lacks needed detail (including in terms of the 
type, size, and design of the fire rings; the timing on seasonal removal/restoration of the rings; 
maintenance provisions; public education; and monitoring requirements), it can form the basis 
for an approved program that can be used to address the identified problems while continuing to 
provide for the rich experience and recreational utility associated with fires as has historically 
been the case at Carmel Beach.  

Thus, staff recommends approval of a CDP that provides for the 26 fire rings originally approved 
by the City, and that provides associated parameters for the placement, signage, use, monitoring, 
and maintenance associated with those rings, including in terms of monitoring air quality. Staff 
believes this to be an appropriately measured response, and one that can allow for monitoring 
and adaptation over time to adjust Program parameters as warranted.13 Such a Program would 
appropriately limit beach fires (i.e., 26 allowed as opposed to the unlimited number of fires that 
are currently allowed), and can strike an appropriate balance to the issues presented. It will also 
address all of the other issues associated with unlimited fires built directly on the beach sand by 
confining them to 26 fire rings that can be appropriately maintained to avoid beach degradation.  

Staff recommends that the Commission find that the appeal raises a substantial issue and 
that the Commission take jurisdiction over the CDP application. Staff further recommends 
that the Commission approve a CDP for a modified pilot program at Carmel Beach. The 
motion is found on page 6 below.  

                                                 
12  Importantly, the monitoring data does not show much of a difference for the time period from before the City started 

prohibiting beach fires to after. Indeed, there continue to be roughly the same background values and the same types of 
‘spikes’ even after beach fires were prohibited. And the one time that federal Clean Air Act standards were exceeded occurred 
on a Sunday after the prohibition was put in effect. This exceedance may instead be correlated with the Tassajara Wildfire in 
Carmel Valley that occurred around that time. See Exhibit 7.  

13  Including allowing for propane options to be considered should the LCP be modified to allow for same.  
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I. MOTIONS AND RESOLUTIONS  
A. Substantial Issue Determination 
Staff recommends that the Commission determine that a substantial issue exists with respect to 
the grounds on which the appeal was filed. A finding of substantial issue would bring the CDP 
application for the proposed project under the jurisdiction of the Commission for de novo 
hearing and action. To implement this recommendation, staff recommends a NO vote on the 
following motion. Failure of this motion will result in a de novo hearing on the CDP application, 
and adoption of the following resolution and findings. Passage of this motion will result in a 
finding of No Substantial Issue and the local action will become final and effective. The motion 
passes only by affirmative vote of a majority of the Commissioners present. 

Motion: I move that the Commission determine that Appeal Number A-3-CML-15-0033 
raises no substantial issue with respect to the grounds on which the appeal has been filed 
under Section 30603 of the Coastal Act, and I recommend a no vote.  

Resolution to Find Substantial Issue: The Commission hereby finds that Appeal Number 
A-3-CML-15-0033 presents 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. 
 

B. CDP Determination 
Staff recommends that the Commission, after public hearing, approve a coastal development 
permit for the proposed development. To implement this recommendation, staff recommends a 
YES vote on the following motion. Passage of this motion will result in approval of the CDP as 
conditioned and adoption of the following resolution and findings. The motion passes only by 
affirmative vote of a majority of the Commissioners present. 

Motion: I move that the Commission approve Coastal Development Permit Number A-3-
CML-15-0033 pursuant to the staff recommendation, and I recommend a yes vote.  

Resolution to Approve CDP: The Commission hereby approves Coastal Development 
Permit Number A-3-CML-15-0033 and adopts the findings set forth below on grounds 
that the development as conditioned will be in conformity with the City of Carmel-by-the-
Sea Local Coastal Program policies and Coastal Act access and recreation policies. 
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. 
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II. STANDARD CONDITIONS  
This permit is granted subject to the following 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 Permittees 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 on which the Commission voted on the application. 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. 

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 Permittees to bind all future owners and 
possessors of the subject property to the terms and conditions. 

 
III. SPECIAL CONDITIONS  
This permit is granted subject to the following special conditions: 

1. Beach Fire Management Program. PRIOR TO ISSUANCE OF THE COASTAL 
DEVELOPMENT PERMIT, AND WITHIN 90 DAYS OF THE COMMISSION’S 
ACTION, the Permittee shall submit two copies of a Beach Fire Management Program 
document to the Executive Director for review and approval. The Program shall be in 
substantial conformance with the City’s Beach Fire Management Program submitted to the 
Coastal Commission and dated received in the Coastal Commission’s Central Coast District 
Office on May 12, 2015 as shown on Exhibit 6, but shall be modified to achieve compliance 
with this condition, including that it shall show the following required changes and 
clarifications: 

a. Fire Rings. At a minimum, no fewer than 26 kettle-style, steel fire rings shall be 
available to the public on a first-come, first-serve basis. All fire rings shall be a minimum 
of 40 inches in diameter and roughly 24 inches in height. The rings shall be installed 
approximately 50 feet apart from one another and approximately 25 feet from the base of 
the most inland extent of the bluff on the beach south of Tenth Avenue to Martin Way.  

b. Availability. The 26 beach fires rings shall be available for public use between the hours 
of 7 a.m. and 10 p.m. daily throughout the year, consistent with all other provisions of the 
Beach Fire Management Pilot Program. All fire rings shall be available on a first-come, 
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first-serve basis, except that one fire ring device per weekend (Friday night through 
Sunday night) may be reserved in association with the issuance of a special event permit 
from the City and in accordance with the City’s special event policies.  

c. Fuels. All 26 fire ring devices are intended for use with wood and charcoal fuel sources 
only. Only dry, “clean” and untreated firewood may be used in the fire ring devices. 
Propane and other flammable liquids, other than charcoal starter, shall be prohibited to 
start or maintain a fire on Carmel Beach. 

d. Seasonal Management. The Program shall include a seasonal management component 
that provides for removal of the fire rings prior to the devices becoming threatened by 
high tides, large storms, and wave action, and return to the beach once storms subside. 
The Program shall indicate that the fire rings will initially be in place on the beach during 
the peak beach-going period from March 15th through October 15th of each year. The 
fire rings shall be retained on the beach outside of these peak-period dates provided 
favorable weather conditions exist along with a low chance of tidal or storm surge that 
would impact the fire rings. User-supplied portable wood containment devices shall only 
be allowed to be used on the beach when the City-provided fire rings are not present on 
the beach, and the Program shall provide parameters for such allowable containment 
devices consistent with this approval.  

e. Maintenance. The fire rings shall be maintained in such a way that ash, debris, and wood 
material is not allowed to escape the fire rings, whether via wind and other natural events 
or via excess buildup or otherwise. The areas around the fire rings shall be maintained 
free of ash, debris, and wood material. The fire rings shall be maintained a minimum of 
three-days per week during peak use periods (i.e., from March 15th through October 15th 
of each year), and on an as needed basis during all times (peak and off-peak) when the 
fire rings are present on the beach. All ash, debris, and wood material shall be properly 
disposed of away from the beach. When the fire rings are removed from the beach due to 
the seasonal management program specified in subsection (d) above, the fire rings shall 
be properly stored away from the beach.  

f. Signage. The Program shall clearly identify all signs/symbols associated with the 
program and all signs/symbols shall be sited and designed: (1) to minimize their visibility 
in the public viewshed; (2) to seamlessly integrate into the beach and shoreline aesthetic 
to the maximum extent feasible, including using natural materials, earth tone colors, 
siting signs on existing stairway landings and posts; and (3) to be subordinate to the 
beach and Scenic Road pathway setting. 

g. Fire Ring Monitoring. The Program shall provide for a program of monitoring of all fire 
ring installation, seasonal movement, and use. The monitoring program shall be designed 
to provide information and data regarding the degree of fire ring (and allowed private 
containment device) use under the program.   

h. Air Quality Monitoring. The Permittee shall, in coordination with the Monterey Bay 
Unified Air Pollution Control District, continue to monitor air quality and the effects of 
smoke and particulate matter (PM2.5) on beachgoers, Scenic Road pathway users, nearby 
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residents, and other receptors. The Program shall identify all aspects of such monitoring, 
which shall, as feasible, augment existing monitoring associated with the 13th Avenue air 
monitoring station to provide greater coverage of the overall beach area (including to 
provide monitoring associated with non-fire ring areas as well as the fire-ring areas in a 
manner designed to provide representative coverage of both, and to allow comparisons to 
be accurately made between data from both areas); to provide 1-hour, 8-hour, and 24-
hour averages for PM2.5 as well as corresponding meteorological data  (including wind 
speeds and directions) associated with each monitoring station; and to provide as clear a 
representation as possible of the amount of PM2.5 correlated to beach fires as opposed to 
other sources. All air quality monitoring shall be to current acceptable air quality 
monitoring standards.   

i. Reporting. The Program shall provide that by December 31st of each year that it is in 
effect, the Permittee shall submit a Monitoring Report to the Executive Director for 
review and approval. Each Report shall include the results of both the fire ring and air 
quality monitoring (above), presented in a manner that allows conclusions to be drawn 
related to the effects of beach fires on air quality, including at a minimum providing 
spreadsheets showing all raw PM2.5 data as well as graphic plots of the PM2.5 data 
against the EPA Air Quality Indexes for 1-hour, 8-hour, and 24-hour averages (see 
Exhibit 7). Each Report shall include recommendations for modifications to the Program 
designed to better address identified coastal resource concerns, and modifications shall be 
made according to any timing identified in the approved Monitoring Report. 

Minor adjustments to the above requirements may be allowed by the Executive Director if 
such adjustments: (1) are deemed reasonable and necessary; and (2) do not adversely impact 
coastal resources. All requirements above and all requirements of the approved Beach Fire 
Management Program shall be enforceable components of this CDP. The Permittee shall 
undertake development in accordance with this condition and the approved Beach Fire 
Management Program.  

2. Commission Re-Review. Following its first three years of operation, the Coastal 
Commission shall review the effectiveness of the approved Beach Fire Management Program 
at providing for adequate public recreational access while protecting coastal resources and 
the environment consistent with the Coastal Act, the LCP, and this CDP. The Commission’s 
re-review shall occur at an appropriate hearing in 2019, at which time that Commission can 
make changes to the approved Program. 

3. Assumption of Risk, Waiver of Liability and Indemnity. By acceptance of this CDP, the 
Permittee acknowledges and agrees, on behalf of itself and all successors and assigns: (i) that 
the site is subject to hazards from episodic and long-term shoreline retreat and coastal 
erosion, sea level rise, high seas, ocean waves, storms, tsunami, tidal scour, coastal flooding, 
and the interaction of same; (ii) to assume the risks to the Permittee and the property that is 
the subject of this CDP of injury and damage from such hazards in connection with this 
permitted development; (iii) to unconditionally waive any claim of damage or liability 
against the Commission, its officers, agents, and employees for injury or damage from such 
hazards; and (iv) to indemnify and hold harmless the Commission, its officers, agents, and 
employees with respect to the Commission’s approval of the CDP against any and all 
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liability, claims, demands, damages, costs (including costs and fees incurred in defense of 
such claims due to such hazards), expenses, and amounts paid in settlement arising from any 
injury or damage. 

4. Shoreline Protective Structure Waiver. By acceptance of this CDP, the Permittee 
acknowledges and agrees that: (i) shoreline protective structures (including but not limited to 
seawalls, revetments, retaining walls, tie backs, piers, groins, etc.) that protect the approved 
development (including, but not limited to, any of the fire rings, signs, and/or any future 
improvements) shall be prohibited; and (ii) any rights to construct such shoreline protective 
structures, including rights that may exist under the Coastal Act, the City of Carmel-by-the-
Sea Local Coastal Program, or any other applicable law, are waived. 

5. Liability for Costs and Attorneys’ Fees. By acceptance of this CDP, the Permittee 
acknowledges and agrees to reimburse the Coastal Commission in full for all Coastal 
Commission costs and attorneys’ fees (including but not limited to such costs/fees that are: 
(1) charged by the Office of the Attorney General; and (2) required by a court) that the 
Coastal Commission incurs in connection with the defense of any action brought by a party 
other than the Permittee against the Coastal Commission, its officers, employees, agents, 
successors and assigns challenging the approval or issuance of this CDP. The Permittee shall 
reimburse the Coastal Commission within 60 days of being informed by the Executive 
Director of the amount of such costs/fees. The Coastal Commission retains complete 
authority to conduct and direct the defense of any such action against the Coastal 
Commission 

 

IV. FINDINGS AND DECLARATIONS 
The Commission finds and declares as follows: 

A. PROJECT LOCATION 
The proposed project is located within the City of Carmel-by-the-Sea at Carmel Beach. The City 
is located on the southern edge of the Monterey Peninsula and is entirely within the coastal zone. 
It is relatively small (1 square mile approximately) and has a population of roughly 3,800. 
Against a backdrop of Monterey pine and cypress forest, the City fronts Carmel Bay and the 
world-renowned white sandy beach running along its entire, approximate one mile length. Above 
the beach, the Scenic Road trail system is a unique public pathway experience that is defined in 
part by the undulating bluffs, Monterey cypress landscape canopy, and scenic views of Pebble 
Beach and Point Lobos in the distance. Together Carmel Beach, the bluffs, the blufftop trail, 
Scenic Road, and extraordinary vistas combine to form a world-renowned, popular, and visually 
striking system of public access. Carmel has long been known as a significant visitor 
destination.14  

                                                 
14  For example, Conde Nast Traveler Magazine has consistently selected Carmel-by-the-Sea as a top destination not only within 

the State of California and the U.S., but also the entire world (e.g., #6 Travel Destination in the U.S., November 2014; #2 Best 
Small City in the U.S., July 2014; and #3 Best City for romance in the World, February 2014).  
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Carmel Beach itself is a significant local and regional beach access destination. Its wide expanse 
of white sand extends some along a mile of the City’s shoreline, and attracts beach visitors from 
far and wide who come to walk, sit, and play on the beach and in the ocean waves offshore. 
Many beachgoers also come to sit around a beach fire in the evening. These beach fires have 
long been a part of both the cultural fabric and recreational utility associated with Carmel Beach, 
and are called out as an important part of the beach recreational experience here in the City’s 
LCP. Per the LCP, beach fires are only allowed on the beach south of Tenth Avenue.15 

The City-approved project affects the portion of the beach that is located seaward of Scenic Road 
and between Tenth Avenue and Martin Way. The entire beach is designated by the LCP as Open 
Space/Recreation and is dedicated to serving the needs of residents and the public including via 
provision of passive and active recreational access opportunities, such as beach fires.  

See Exhibit 1 for location maps, and Exhibit 2 for site photos. 

B. PROJECT BACKGROUND 
Beach fires are a part of the historic fabric of Carmel. Their origins stem from the earliest days in 
the village with writers and artists enjoying fires and cookouts on the beach and upper dunes. 
Beach fires have historically been unmanaged and have taken place directly on the white sand. 
However, in recent years the City has taken steps to preserve the unique qualities of the beach 
and adjacent bluffs and dunes. In 1995, in response to perceived discoloration of the upper 
dunes’ characteristically white sands, the City passed an ordinance banning fires north of Tenth 
Avenue and prohibiting fires within 25 feet of the bluff. The City restricted fires in these areas 
because the dunes north of Tenth Avenue and the steep back-beach areas are generally located 
above the reach of high-energy storm waves and thus are not typically affected by the yearly 
cycle of waves that annually removes sand during the winter and re-deposits sand during the 
spring, effectively “cleaning” the sand of charcoal and embers. Additional regulations regarding 
the size and height of a fire and a prohibition on the use of flammable liquids for beach fires also 
went into effect during this time. These provisions were made a part of the LCP when it was 
certified in 2004. 

Carmel Beach is one of the few places along the urban portions of the central coast where beach 
fires have been allowed directly on the sand.16 To date, there have also been no limits on the 
numbers of fires at any one time on the beach, and it is not uncommon to observe upwards of 45 
beach fires during peak weekend periods in the summer and fall.17 The large numbers of beach 
fires during these periods have raised concerns by the City and its residents about discoloration 
of the beach’s white sands and possible health effects from smoke. The recent series of relatively 
mild winters has reduced the natural beach cleansing cycles as well, leading to the buildup of 
wood debris and burnt embers on the beach. The large number of unmanaged fires directly in the 
sand has also raised concerns regarding public safety and water quality. As the City nears the 

                                                 
15  Fires are not allowed on the rest of the beach, meaning beach fires are currently limited under the LCP to some 35% of the 

beach frontage. 
16  Beaches in many rural areas are unmanaged in this way, and beaches in many urban areas include fire rings for beach fires 

(e.g., at many State parks). 
17  This past 4th of July holiday, which occurred on a Saturday, saw upwards of 130 beach fires according to the City. 
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centennial anniversary of its incorporation, the importance of beach fires to the Carmel Beach 
recreational experience cannot be understated, and the need to revise and implement a 
management program has never been greater. 

C. CITY OF CARMEL ACTION  
On April 8, 2015, citing the need to get a handle on a range of issues associated with unmanaged 
fires on Carmel Beach, the City approved a CDP for a Beach Fire Management Pilot Program 
(Program). The Program included the broad elements of beach fire management, including 
installation of 26 fire rings, maintenance provisions, signage requirements, and conceptual 
standards by which to evaluate the effectiveness of the Program. Commission staff commented 
on the program, recommending that it be adjusted to provide additional detail (including in terms 
of the type, size, and design of the fire rings; the timing on seasonal removal/restoration of the 
rings; maintenance provisions; public education; and monitoring requirements – see Exhibit 11). 
The Planning Commission’s approval of the Program was appealed to the City Council, and the 
City Council ultimately upheld the Planning Commission’s approval on May 5, 2015. Notice of 
the City’s action on the CDP was received in the Coastal Commission’s Central Coast District 
Office on May 12, 2015 (see Exhibit 3). The Coastal Commission’s ten working day appeal 
period for this action began on May 13, 2015 and concluded at 5 p.m. on May 27, 2015. One 
valid appeal (see Exhibit 4 and also below) was received during the appeal period.  

D. PROJECT DESCRIPTION 
The City approved a three-year CDP for their Beach Fire Management Pilot Program that 
includes evaluation of one full summer season as a means to inform improved beach fire 
management on Carmel Beach. The City-approved Program includes installation of 26 seasonal 
fire rings at various locations adjacent to the beach access stairways and in the coves between 
Tenth Avenue and Martin Way, with all fire rings located south of Tenth Avenue and at least 25 
feet from the toe of the bluff. According to the conditions of approval, the fire rings would be put 
into place in the spring or summer and removed during the winter months when high tides 
approach to within ten feet of the fire ring or when beach scour threatens to undermine the fire 
rings. The City’s approval also includes site preparation prior to installation (i.e., beach raking), 
signage regarding beach fire rules, maintenance provisions for the fire rings, funding for a public 
education and enforcement officer, allowance of user-supplied gas or propane devices, and 
distribution of additional portable wood-burning devices for peak holidays and weekends. The 
approved Program also envisions quantitative measuring of outdoor air quality including the use 
of monitoring devices to determine baseline conditions and associated impacts from wood-
burning beach fires. The approved Program is intended to be adaptive in nature to provide the 
flexibility to modify its parameters in response to new data and information acquired during the 
Pilot Program’s three-year timeframe. See Exhibit 3 for the City’s Conditions of Approval and 
Exhibit 2 for site area photos. 
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E. APPEAL PROCEDURES 
Coastal Act Section 30603 provides for the appeal to the Coastal Commission of certain CDP 
decisions in jurisdictions with certified LCPs. The following categories of local CDP decisions 
are appealable: (a) approval of CDPs for development that is located (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 tide line 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, and (3) in a sensitive 
coastal resource area; or (b) for counties, approval of CDPs for development that is not 
designated as the principal permitted use under the LCP. In addition, any local action (approval 
or denial) on a CDP for a major public works project (including a publicly financed recreational 
facility and/or a special district development) or an energy facility is appealable to the 
Commission. This project is appealable because it involves development that is located on the 
beach and between the sea and the first public road paralleling the sea. 

The grounds for appeal under Section 30603 are limited to allegations that the development does 
not conform to the certified LCP or to the public access policies of the Coastal Act. Section 
30625(b) of the Coastal Act requires the Commission to conduct the de novo portion of the 
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 considers the 
CDP de novo and ultimately approves a CDP for a project, the Commission must find that the 
proposed development is in conformity with the certified LCP. If a CDP is approved for a project 
that is located between the nearest public road and the sea or the shoreline of any body of water 
located within the coastal zone, 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. This project is located between the nearest public road and the sea, and thus this 
additional finding would need to be made if the Commission approves the project following a de 
novo hearing. 

The only persons qualified to testify before the Commission on the substantial issue question are 
the Applicants (or their representatives), persons opposed to the project 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 CDP determination stage of an appeal. 

F. SUMMARY OF APPEAL CONTENTIONS 
The Appellant contends that the City-approved project raises LCP conformance issues and 
questions with respect to visual resources/community character, public safety, public access, and 
air and water quality policies. The Appellant contends that installation of fire rings will alter the 
natural and informal setting and character of the beach environment, and also contends that the 
LCP prohibits the construction of substantial or permanent structures on the beach. The 
Appellant further contends that the fire rings are not visually compatible with the beach 
environment and will result in a degradation of visual resources. The Appellant also contends 
that installation of fire rings may create obstacles and/or hazards obstructing public access, and 
that the rings will also become a receptacle for trash, which will ultimately end up in Carmel 
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Bay. And finally, the Appellant contends that the City rushed its approval of the Pilot Program, 
which did not allow for adequate data collection and verification of perceived impacts before 
moving forward on implementation. See Exhibit 4 for the full appeal text. 

G. SUBSTANTIAL ISSUE DETERMINATION 
1. Substantial Issue Background  
The term substantial issue is not defined in the Coastal Act. The Commission's regulations 
simply indicate that the Commission will hear an appeal unless it “finds that the appeal raises 
no significant question” (California Code of Regulations, Title 14, Section 13115(b)). In 
previous decisions on appeals, the Commission has been guided by the following factors in 
making such determinations: (1) the degree of factual and legal support for the local 
government’s decision that the development is consistent or inconsistent with the certified LCP 
and with the public access policies of the Coastal Act; (2) the extent and scope of the 
development as approved or denied by the local government; (3) the significance of the 
coastal resources affected by the decision; (4) the precedential value of the local government’s 
decision for future interpretation of its LCP; and (5) whether the appeal raises only local 
issues, or those of regional or statewide significance. Even where the Commission chooses 
not to hear an appeal, Appellants nevertheless may obtain judicial review of the local 
government's coastal permit decision by filing a petition for a writ of mandate pursuant to Code 
of Civil Procedure, Section 1094.5 

In this case, for the reasons discussed further below, the Commission determines that the Pilot 
Program approved by the City presents a substantial issue. 

2. Substantial Issue Analysis 
The first Substantial Issue factor – the degree of factual and legal support for the local 
government’s decision that the development is consistent or inconsistent with the certified LCP 
and with the public access policies of the Coastal Act – is the controlling factor here and further 
discussed below specifically in relation to relevant LCP and Coastal Act policies. 
Scenic/Visual and Community Character 
The Appellant contends that the project is inconsistent with the LCP’s visual resource and 
community character policies. Specifically, the Carmel LCP Land Use Plan (LUP) specifies that 
new development shall be sited to protect views to and along the coast (LUP Policy P5-48). The 
LCP also calls for the protection and enhancement of the unique and natural beauty of Carmel, 
including, but not limited to, biological resources, water resources, and scenic routes and 
corridors (LUP Policy G5-3). The LCP also states that development must be visually compatible 
with the natural beach environs and consistent with the established design of existing features 
(LUP Policy O4-6). Finally, the LCP requires designated open space lands, the Monterey pine 
forest, beach and shoreline, and sensitive habitats and hillside areas to be protected and 
enhanced.18  

The Appellant contends that the City-approved Beach Fire Management Pilot Program and 
installation of fire rings along Carmel Beach will degrade views of the beach and be 
                                                 
18  See the “Scenic and Visual Resource” section in the de novo findings below for the full text of these LCP provisions. 
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incompatible with the natural beach environs and the established design of existing features. 
Although the City authorized the use of fire rings on Carmel Beach, the specific fire rings to be 
put on the beach were not defined at the time of the City’s May 5, 2015 final approval. Carmel’s 
shoreline with its signature white sand, dune-like back-beach, golden granite seawalls, and 
backdrop of Monterey pine and cypress trees is highly scenic and recognized the world over. 
Ordinary concrete fire rings (or some other as yet determine style) could almost detract from and 
degrade the natural beauty of the beach and shoreline. The City’s approval did not adopt a 
specific design, material, color, or size of fire rings. Absent additional fire ring detail, it is not 
clear that the City-approved project can be found LCP consistent in this regard. For these 
reasons, the City’s approval raises a substantial LCP conformance issue with respect to the 
visual, scenic, and community character policies of the certified Carmel LCP.  

Public Access/Safety 
The Appellant contends that the fire rings will create obstacles to free and unfettered recreational 
activity on Carmel Beach. The Appellant similarly claims that the fire rings may become buried 
in the sand, which could create a trip hazard for beachgoers, or that the fire rings could be swept 
out into the surf zone where they could injure surfers and swimmers. The City’s LCP requires 
development to minimize risks to life and property, and to ensure stability and structural integrity 
over the life of the project (LUP Policy G5-1).19 The LCP also requires that maximum public 
access to and recreational use of the beach be provided and protected (LUP Policy G4-1). The 
LCP also states that a wide variety of active and passive recreational experiences shall be 
available for all beach users while protecting the resource values of the beach environs (LUP 
Policy G4-4). The LCP specifically provides for beach fires for warmth and cooking along 
Carmel Beach (LUP Policy O4-10 and Implementation Plan (IP) Section 17.20.20E) with 
specific provisions on timing and location (LUP Policy P4-57 and IP Section 17.20.20D). Lastly, 
the LCP requires that lower cost recreational facilities be protected and encouraged and, where 
feasible, provided with a preference for public recreational opportunities (LUP P4-62).20  

The City’s approval includes the general location of where the fire rings will be installed (i.e., 
adjacent to the beach access stairways and in the coves on Carmel Beach). However, fire rings 
placed too close to public access points could interfere with ingress and egress onto the beach. 
More specific mapping of the locations of the fire rings would ensure that they do not impede 
public access. In addition, it is not clear how the City arrived at providing 26 fire rings, and it 
is not clear whether that number appropriately addresses beach fire demand and needs, 
including given there are currently no limits on such fires. Furthermore, the City’s approval 
lacks detail on when and under what circumstances rings would be removed from the beach, 
and whether fires on the beach would be allowed at those times (thus having the effect of 
prohibiting fires altogether during that time period).  

In terms of safety, the City’s approval calls for development of an adaptive management 
strategy for seasonal removal and replacement of the fire rings when they become threatened 
by storm-generated beach scour. The approval also calls for regular maintenance of the fire 
rings to ensure that, in addition to removal of ash and debris, the rings are appropriately and 
safely positioned such that they do not become buried and create a hazard to beachgoers. 
                                                 
19  See the “Hazards” section in the de novo findings below for the complete text of Policy G5-1. 
20  See the “Public Access” section in the de novo findings below for the full text of these LCP provisions. 
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However, the City’s approval of the Pilot Program did not include specificity with respect to 
the timing of fire ring removal to avoid displacement of the fire rings by storm surge. These 
management measures had not yet been developed when the City approved the Pilot Program.  

As such, the project raises a substantial issue regarding LCP consistency with LCP and Coastal 
Act access and recreation policies, including those that relate to safety and the ability of the 
public to have and maintain a beach fire on Carmel Beach.  
 
Air and Water Quality 
The Appellant contends that the project is inconsistent with the LCP’s resource protection 
policies including those designed to protect air and water quality. The project is located on 
Carmel Beach adjacent to Carmel Bay, which is an Area of Special Biological Significance 
(ASBS).21 As approved, the project would prohibit wood fires from direct contact with the sand 
and require them to be in fire containment devices (i.e., fire rings), which would be serviced and 
maintained on a regular schedule with proper disposal of the ash and any debris. However, the 
details of the maintenance program were not defined in the City’s approval. The present regime 
relies solely on the natural cycle of winter wave scour to remove the ash and debris from the 
beach and to redeposit “clean” sands during spring. Though this is sometimes an effective means 
to cleansing the beach, it also results in embers, charcoal, trash, and other constituents entering 
the sensitive marine environment.  
 
The City’s LCP includes provisions to protect the biological productivity of coastal waters and 
includes specific protections for the Carmel Bay ASBS (LUP Policies P5-184 and O5-43).22 The 
approved Pilot Program allows fires in a maximum number of 26 fire rings only, accompanied 
by regular maintenance of the fire rings, which will largely eliminate the amount of ash and other 
material entering the marine environment, and will result in an improvement of water quality, 
consistent with the provisions of the LCP. As such there is no substantial issue with respect to 
conformance with the water quality provisions of the LCP.  
 
With regard to air quality, the certified LCP provides no specific guidance or standards but there 
is broad language in the LCP with respect to providing public access in a manner that protects 
the resource values of the beach environs and is consistent with environmental protection (LUP 
Policies G4-1, G4-3, and G4-4).23 Within the context of beach fires, it would seem appropriate 
that these provisions would extend to the protection of air quality. The Appellant’s contention is 
not so much that the project would somehow degrade air quality but rather that the City has not 
done its due diligence in establishing that there is an air quality problem associated with beach 
fires that necessitates the approval of the Pilot Program.  
 
The City’s approval was intended to address problems associated with unmanaged beach fires, 
including the perceived discoloring of the beach sand, public safety, and potential impacts to air 

                                                 
21  “Areas of Special Biological Significance” include 34 ocean areas in California monitored and maintained for water quality by 

the State Water Resources Control Board. ASBS’s cover much of the length of California's coastal waters. They support an 
unusual variety of aquatic life, and often host unique individual species. ASBS’s are the basic building blocks for a sustainable, 
resilient coastal environment and economy. 

22  See the “Water Quality” section in the de novo findings below for the full text of these water quality provisions. 
23  See the “Public Access” section in the de novo findings below for the full text of these provisions. 
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and water quality. Regarding air quality, the City based much of its decision on two months of 
data collected during the summer when visitation is high and there are often many fires on the 
beach, especially on weekends and holidays.24 However, there are other busy holiday periods 
and certainly different climatic conditions at other times of the year that have not been fully 
evaluated. To fully understand what is occurring at Carmel Beach in terms of air quality and in 
order to reach a clear conclusion on a management strategy, a much larger dataset would be 
appropriate. Unfortunately, the data is not available and due to implementation of an Urgency 
Ordinance that bans beach fires Friday through Sunday and on all holidays,25 a full dataset at this 
time cannot be collected. Anecdotal evidence suggests that managing beach fires and placing 
limits on the numbers of fires allowed at any one time should result in improvements to air 
quality. However, lacking detail on the program it is not clear whether the City’s approval strikes 
the appropriate balance of maximizing public access while also protecting the resource values of 
the beach and the environment, including with respect to air quality.  
 
Accordingly, the approved project raises a substantial issue with respect to conformance with the 
LCP’s resource protection policies as these policies relate to air quality.  
 

3. Substantial Issue Conclusion 
In its consideration of an appeal, the Commission must first determine whether the project 
raises a substantial issue of LCP conformity, such that the Commission should assert 
jurisdiction over a de novo CDP for such development. As described above, the Commission 
has been guided in its decision of whether the issues raised in a given case are “substantial” by 
the following five factors: the degree of factual and legal support for the local government’s 
decision; the extent and scope of the development as approved or denied by the local 
government; the significance of the coastal resources affected by the decision; the precedential 
value of the local government’s decision for future interpretations of its LCP; and, whether the 
appeal raises only local issues as opposed to those of regional or statewide significance. In this 
case, these five factors, considered together, support a conclusion that this project does, in fact, 
raise a substantial issue of LCP conformance.  

First, as detailed in the substantial issues findings above, the City’s conclusion that, as 
conditioned, the approved Pilot Program is consistent with the certified LCP and would not 
otherwise have adverse impacts to coastal resources is not well supported by the record because 
of a lack of specificity with respect to the types of fire rings, their locations, and management 
measures – thus raising a substantial issue with respect to project consistency with LCP visual 
resources/community character, public safety/hazards, public access, and water and air quality 
policies (and Coastal Act public access policies). Second, the approved project is for a beach 
fire management program affecting public recreational facilities on a public beach designated as 
parks and open space. Thus, the extent and scope of this project weigh in favor of a finding of 
substantial issue. Third, the approved development includes management of beach fires on 
Carmel Beach affecting public access and recreation facilities, including an LCP-protected 
recreational activity, air and water quality issues, scenic resources, public safety, and hazards. 
Thus, significant coastal resources are expected to be affected by this approval, further 

                                                 
24  See De Novo findings that follow for more detail regarding the City’s monitoring data. 
25  See “Background” section in the de novo findings that follow for more detail. 
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weighing in favor of a substantial issue. Fourth, given the resources involved and the 
inconsistencies with Coastal Act and the certified LCP policies, a finding of no substantial issue 
will create an adverse precedent for future interpretation of the LCP. Finally, the project raises 
issues of regional and statewide significance as it effects elements of public recreational access 
(i.e., beach fires), which both the LCP and Coastal Act are mandated to maximize and protect, 
and for which there aren’t many alternative locations to participate in. Carmel is only one of 
two coastal communities in Monterey County where beach fires are allowed and thus the loss of 
them could have far reaching consequences regionally and for management of similar activities 
up and down the state.  

Therefore, all five factors weigh in favor of a finding that the City’s approval raises substantial 
LCP conformance issues with respect to consistency and protection of scenic and visual 
resources, community character, public access, hazards, and coastal resources (i.e., air quality). 
Given that the record does not support the City’s action and the City’s approval includes a 
project with significant coastal resource impacts, fails to comply with applicable LCP 
provisions, and raises statewide issues, the Commission finds that the appeal raises a substantial 
issue of conformance with the LCP and takes jurisdiction over the CDP application for the 
proposed project. 

H. COASTAL DEVELOPMENT PERMIT DETERMINATION 
The standard of review for this CDP determination is the City of Carmel-by-the-Sea certified 
LCP and, because it is located between the first public road and the sea, the access and recreation 
policies of the Coastal Act. All Substantial Issue Determination findings above are incorporated 
herein by reference. 

1. Background 
Beach Fire Management Pilot Program Document 
On May 12, 2015, approximately one week after the City Council took a final action and 
approved a CDP for the Pilot Program, City planning staff prepared a program document (see 
Exhibit 6 for the “Beach Fire Management Pilot Program” document) that identifies in more 
detail the various elements of the Pilot Program, including greater detail on the size and design 
of the fire rings, maintenance requirements, monitoring and reporting of air quality data, seasonal 
adaptation provisions, and an allowance for additional portable fire ring devices during peak 
periods and holidays. 26 The document specified that the fire rings were intended for use with 
“clean” and untreated wood and charcoal only. The document also included an allowance for 
user-supplied portable propane devices year-round in the Program area (i.e., south of Tenth 
Avenue). The Beach Fire Management Pilot Program document itself, however, was not 
formally approved by the City, though the basic tenets (but not the specific details) of the 
document had been previously approved by the Planning Commission and upheld by the City 
Council, and forwarded to Commission staff as the actual program that would be implemented 
by the City to address the issues raised by unmanaged beach fires. Implementation of the Pilot 

                                                 
26  During the City’s local review process regarding the proposed Pilot Program, Commission staff had repeatedly requested that 

the Pilot Program include greater detail on these program components (see Exhibit 11). 
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Program as defined in the Program document never took place because the City’s approval was 
appealed to the Commission, and since the appeal was filed, the City decided to pursue a beach 
fire alternative that does not include any wood-burning fires on Carmel Beach. However, the 
City never rescinded its approval of CDP MP 15-100, the CDP that is the subject of this appeal. 

Additional City Actions Since Appeal 
Since approving CDP MP 15-100 for the Beach Fire Management Pilot Program and the City’s 
approval being appealed to the Commission, the City determined that it needed to take additional 
action to address perceived problems associated with fires at Carmel Beach.  

Citing data collected from an air quality sensor located near the beach at 13th Avenue, the City 
declared an air quality emergency requiring immediate action. On August 6, 2015, the City 
issued an Urgency Ordinance pursuant to Government Code § 65858 placing a 45-day 
moratorium on beach fires on weekend nights (Friday through Sunday) and on holidays (see 
Exhibit 8 for the text of the ordinance).27 The Urgency Ordinance became effective on the 
weekend of August 7, 2015 and was to expire on Sunday, September 20, 2015. Signage was 
installed in the Del Mar parking lot and all along Scenic Road indicating that beach fires were 
prohibited from Friday through Sunday and on holidays. More than 30 signs were installed (see 
Exhibit 10 for photographs of the signs and the sign language). The City also put in place at least 
two peace officers to enforce the moratorium on fires during what normally would be the busiest 
visitor period of the year. The moratorium on beach fires did not extend to fires during the week 
(Monday through Thursday) or weekend fires associated with permitted special events. The City 
issued an emergency coastal development permit authorizing the 45-day moratorium on beach 
fires. It too was valid through September 20, 2015.  

On September 2, 2015, the City Council extended the Urgency Ordinance for an additional 10 
months and 15 days (i.e., through early August 2016), again pursuant to Government Code § 
65858(a). While the City’s action authorized the extension of the Urgency Ordinance, the City 
did not issue a follow up regular CDP to authorize the initial 45-day emergency authorization  to 
extend the moratorium beyond the initial 45-day emergency authorization, as required by the 
LCP and Coastal Act. As of the date of this report, the moratorium on fires Friday through 
Sunday and on all holidays remains in place and is being enforced by the City.28 

The City has subsequently indicated a desire to eliminate wood fires on the beach entirely (i.e., 
seven days a week, 365 days a year). The City points to potential health concerns associated with 
smoke and particulates emanating from burning wood as the rationale for a total prohibition of 
wood fires on the beach (whether in a fire ring or directly in the sand). On November 3, 2015 the 
City Council had a first reading of an ordinance declaring beach fires a public nuisance. The 
ordinance specifically declares that the use of hibachis and charcoal grills on the beach, as well 
as wood-burning beach fires, are a public nuisance, but provides an exception for propane fires 
within an appropriate container. The City contends that propane fires are cleaner burning than 
wood fires and thus appropriate for use on Carmel Beach. The City, however, has not taken an 
action to rescind its CDP approval of the Pilot Program that is the subject of this CDP appeal, 
                                                 
27  An urgency ordinance has no particular status under the Coastal Act or the LCP, and cannot of itself authorize development 

nor modify LCP provisions. 
28  The City’s action to install signs and enforce a moratorium that is not authorized by CDP is being tracked by the Commission 

as a violation (see also “Violation” section that follows). 
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nor has the City taken an action on a CDP to approve a propane-only program. To date, the City 
has not yet calendared the second reading on the public nuisance ordinance.  

Air Quality Issues 
In making its decisions relative to beach fires, the City has relied in part on data collected by the 
Monterey Bay Unified Air Pollution Control District (MBUAPCD)29 in concert with the City. 
The City has declared that there are high levels of fine particulate matter (PM2.5)30 in beach fire 
smoke presenting substantial air quality impacts during peak fire use periods. The City also 
contends that the excessive number of wood beach fires during peak use periods is causing a rise 
in PM2.5 concentrations that at times exceeds air quality standards and creates an immediate 
potential public health hazard.  

Commission staff, including staff Ecologist Dr. Laurie Koteen, researched recent studies on the 
health effects of PM2.5. The literature indicates that there are strong correlations between PM2.5 
and adverse health effects in humans. These include increased rates of pulmonary and 
cardiovascular morbidity and mortality. Adverse health effects have been found for short-term 
acute exposures to high particulate concentrations, and long-term health impacts can also result 
from sustained exposure to elevated particulate levels. Particularly vulnerable populations 
include children, those with chronic ailments, such as asthma or cardiovascular disease, and the 
elderly. Particulate matter is also associated with reduced visibility, and can form haze when 
sunlight encounters tiny pollution particles. Indeed, reducing PM2.5 is a primary public health 
and environmental protection endeavor. 

In order to assess whether PM2.5 concentrations at Carmel Beach are at levels harmful to 
humans rising to an emergency level, Dr. Koteen reviewed PM2.5 data provided by the 
MBUAPCD, and relied on the standards established by the state and federal Environmental 
Protection Agencies (EPA). EPA establishes an enforceable standard and hourly guidelines for 
particle pollution. The MBUAPCD provided Dr. Koteen with one-hour and 24-hour average data 
collected from the 13th Avenue air quality monitoring station in Carmel. The 24-hour data is the 
only data for which enforceable federal standards exist under the Clean Air Act.31 Dr. Koteen 
found that, based on the 24-hour data, these enforceable daily standards for PM2.5 were 
exceeded on only one occasion, Sunday, September 20, 2015. This exceedance occurred during a 
period when the ban on weekend fires was being enforced and thus the exceedance could not be 
attributed to wood fires on Carmel Beach. There were however, two large wildfires burning in 
Monterey County that were likely the cause of this air quality exceedance.  

Notably, in assessing the one-hour data, Dr. Koteen found that there were occasions where 
PM2.5 exceeded the recommended guidelines for hourly concentrations. PM2.5 concentrations 
exceeded hourly guidelines for sensitive individuals during 13 individual hours in the months of 
May, June, July, and through early August. On July 4th, a day in which beachgoers lit at least 

                                                 
29  From an air quality monitoring station located in the backyard of the house located at the corner of Scenic Drive and 13th 

Avenue, inland of the beach area where beach fires are allowed. 
30  Particulate matter is a generic term for particles suspended in the air, typically as a mixture of both solid particles and liquid 

droplets. PM 2.5 is particulate matter with a diameter that is 2.5 micrometers and smaller.  
31  In other words, although the EPA has also provided guidelines (discussed below) for use in assessing and responding to air 

quality concerns based on the 1-hour data, potential violations of the Clean Air Act are limited to times when the PM2.5 
exceeds 35μg/m3 when averaged over 24 hours.   
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135 fires in the evening hours,32 PM2.5 concentrations rose into the unhealthy zone for two 
hours as measured at the 13th Avenue monitoring station. Overall, however, the one-hour PM 2.5 
counts as measured at the 13th Avenue station fall generally into the “good” category 98% of the 
time suggesting that, while air quality is a concern on some occasions, there is not an air quality 
emergency occurring at Carmel Beach. 

Dr. Koteen further observed a correlation between fire occurrence and PM2.5 concentration and 
found that all of the “highest” PM2.5 episodes occurred on weekends, especially Saturday nights. 
The City data showed that on average there were 46 fires on Saturday nights, while only 22 fires 
on average Friday and Sunday nights. A statistical analysis of the data further confirmed the 
relationship by indicating a strong correlation between the numbers of beach fires and higher 
PM2.5 concentration.  

As discussed above, the State and Federal Clean Air Acts identify the PM2.5 standard above 
which a violation occurs, namely when PM2.5 concentrations exceed 35μg/m3 when averaged 
over 24 hours.33 The EPA also provides guidelines for air quality under their Air Quality Index 
(or AQI). As indicated by EPA:34 

The AQI is a nationally uniform index required for reporting and forecasting daily air quality 
in large urban areas. It is used to report information about the most common ambient air 
pollutants, including particulate matter. The AQI tells the public how clean or polluted the 
air is using standard descriptors (Good, Moderate, Unhealthy for Sensitive Groups, 
Unhealthy, Very unhealthy, and Hazardous). This index converts sometimes difficult-to-
interpret particulate mass per volume (μg/m3) numbers to an AQI category and number more 
easily understood by the public.  

The AQI is meant to be readily understood by the public. In addition, although Clean Air Act 
standards are in relation to 24-hour data, the AQI also provides information relative to other 
averaging time. As EPA states: 

One issue that public health officials may face is which averaging time to use when reporting 
smoke levels to the public. The AQI for particulate matter is based on predicted or measured 
24-hour average concentrations. However, using the 24-hour average does not adequately 
address very high, but short-term, peaks often associated with wildfire smoke. Health 
officials would like the public to reduce their exposure during these peaks because such 
transient pollutant spikes may cause some of the most serious health effects. Moreover, the 
public wants information to help make immediate decisions about whether to exercise, 
conduct athletic practice, or keep children indoors. On the other hand, several hours of very 
high levels may drive up the predicted 24-hour average; but the smoke may clear enough to 
safely allow outdoor activities. In addition, the 24-hour average does not mesh well with 
public perception. Since smoke is so effective at scattering light, visibility changes drastically 
as smoke concentrations increase. Even without being told, the public can tell when the 

                                                 
32  The City provided counts on the number of weekend beach fires during a five week period beginning in late June and 

concluding at the end of July 2015. Data provided by the City indicates there were upwards of 135 beach fires on July 4, 2015 
at 8:30 p.m. 

33 Units are in micrograms per meter cubed, µg.m-3. 
34  Revised Air Quality Standards for Particle Pollution and Updates to the Air Quality Index (US EPA December 14, 2012). 
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smoke is getting worse, and they want authorities to respond to changes as they are 
happening.  

Therefore, EPA’s AQI also provides information related to shorter averaging, including 1-hour 
data. EPA provides the following caution with respect to this information: 

Table 3 [Recommended Actions for Public Health Officials] provides guidance to public 
health officials regarding measures that can be taken to protect public health at different AQI 
categories and the corresponding PM levels for several averaging times. This information is 
intended to help health officials, the media, and the general public make decisions regarding 
appropriate strategies to mitigate exposure to smoke. As noted above, the official AQI value 
for particulate matter is derived exclusively from estimated or measured 24-hr average 
concentrations: this AQI for PM2.5 is reported by the media. PM levels for shorter averaging 
times in Table 3 are therefore not “official” AQI values, but have been mathematically 
derived from the AQI breakpoints for 24-hr concentrations. Although Table 3 also provides 
the AQI numerical ranges encompassed by the standard descriptors, of “Good,” 
“Moderate,” and so forth, it is possible that concurrent publication of both the AQI numbers 
and the μg/m3 concentrations to describe air quality may lead to confusion among members 
of the public. To avoid such confusion, it may be preferable to publish just the AQI values. 

There are no directly relevant epidemiological or controlled human exposure studies that 
offer guidance in the selection of particulate matter levels with averaging times less than 24 
hours, in part because studies of short-term effects of particles generally have not been 
conducted and in part because the toxicity of smoke is related to gaseous as well as 
particulate components. However, these short-term levels (1- to 3-hr and 8-hr averages) 
were derived from the PM2.5 AQI levels, which are based on a strong body of 
epidemiological evidence associating 24-hour PM2.5 exposures with respiratory and 
cardiovascular morbidity and mortality. 

The data collected by the City and MPUAPCD was provided to the Commission in relation to 
AQI values for both 24-hour and 1-hour averages. This data showed values from the “Good” 
AQI category through the “Unhealthy” category (i.e., none of the values exceeded the 
“Unhealthy” category to extend into the “Very Unhealthy” or Hazardous” categories).  The 
AQI’s “Recommended Actions for Public Health Officials” and “Health Effects and Cautionary 
Statements” are presented in relation to the values provided (i.e. from Good through Unhealthy) 
in the table below. 
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Table 1 

AQI 
Category 

PM2.5 
1-hour 

Average 
(in ug/m3) 

PM2.5 
24-hour 
Average 

(in ug/m3) 

Health Effect Cautionary Statements35 Other Protective Actions 

Good 0-38 0-12 None Expected None None 

Moderate 39-88 12.1-35.4 Possible 
aggravation of heart 
or lung disease 

Unusually sensitive individuals should 
consider limiting prolonged or heavy 
exertion. 
People with heart or lung disease 
should pay attention to symptoms. 
If you have symptoms of lung or heart 
disease, including repeated coughing, 
shortness of breath or difficulty 
breathing, wheezing, chest tightness 
or pain, palpitations, nausea, unusual 
fatigue or lightheadedness, contact 
your health care provider. 

If symptomatic, reduce exposure to 
particles by following advice in box 
below. 

Unhealthy 
for 
Sensitive 
Groups 
 

89-138 35.5-55.4 Increasing 
likelihood of 
respiratory or 
cardiac symptoms 
in sensitive 
individuals, 
aggravation of heart 
or lung disease, and 
premature mortality 
in persons with 
cardiopulmonary 
disease and the 
elderly. 

Sensitive Groups: People with heart or 
lung disease, the elderly, children, and 
pregnant women should limit 
prolonged or heavy exertion. 
Limit time spent outdoors. 
Avoid physical exertion. 
People with asthma should follow 
asthma management plan. 
If you have symptoms of lung or heart 
disease that may be related to excess 
smoke exposure, including repeated 
coughing, shortness of breath or 
difficulty breathing, wheezing, chest 
tightness or pain, heart palpitations, 
nausea, unusual fatigue or 
lightheadedness, contact your health 
care provider. 

Keep doors and windows closed, seal 
large gaps as much as possible. 
Avoid using exhaust fans (kitchen, 
bathrooms, clothes dryer, and utility 
room). 
Keep the garage-to-home door closed. 
If cooling is needed, turn air 
conditioning to re-circulate mode in 
home and car, or use ceiling fans or 
portable fans (but do not use whole 
house fans that suck outdoor air into 
the home). 
Avoid indoor sources of pollutants, 
including tobacco smoke, heating with 
wood stoves and kerosene heaters, 
frying or broiling foods, burning 
candles, vacuuming, and using paints, 
solvents, cleaning products, and 
adhesives. 
Keep at least 5-day supply of 
medication available. 
Have supply of non-perishable 
groceries that do not require cooking. 

Unhealthy 
 

139-351 55.5-150.4 Increased 
aggravation of heart 
or lung disease and 
premature mortality 
in persons with 
cardiopulmonary 
disease and the 
elderly; increased 
respiratory effects 
in general 
population. 

Sensitive Groups: should avoid 
prolonged or heavy exertion 
Stay indoors; avoid exertion. 
 
General Population: should limit 
prolonged or heavy exertion 
Limit time spent outdoors. 
If you have symptoms of lung or heart 
disease that may be related to excess 
smoke exposure, including repeated 
coughing, shortness of breath or 
difficulty breathing, wheezing, chest 
tightness or pain, palpitations, nausea 
or unusual fatigue or lightheadedness, 
contact your health care provider. 

Sensitive Groups: 
Stay in a “clean room” at home 
(where there are no indoor smoke or 
particle sources, and possibly an air 
cleaner is used). 
Go to a “cleaner air” shelter (see 
Appendix D) or possibly out of area 
 
General Population: Follow advice for 
sensitive groups in box above. 
Identify potential “cleaner air” 
shelters in the community (see 
Appendix D). 

 

                                                 
35  Where higher advisory levels automatically incorporate all of guidance offered at lower levels. 
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In sum, a total of 140 days have been monitored by the MPUAPCD and the City. Data from the 
smoke monitor shows that there was one exceedance of the federal EPA 24-hour standard which 
occurred on a day when wood beach fires were banned. Data from this monitor also shows that 
PM2.5 levels are fairly constant during the week, and generally increase on weekends, with 
‘spikes’ in PM2.5 levels roughly corresponding to spikes in the numbers of beach fires. Based on 
the EPA’s AQI guidelines detailed above, the monitored PM2.5 levels have predominantly fallen 
into the “good” air quality category (98% of the measured 1-hour averages), but there are 
instances when the ‘spikes’ have fallen into the “moderate” air quality category (1.3%), and even 
times where the data indicates “unhealthy”36 air (0.7%) (see Exhibit 7). Thus, and although there 
is a need for more robust data collection and development,37 it is clear that the monitor has 
identified some PM2.5 levels that extend into unhealthy ranges, and it is clear that there is an air 
quality problem to which beach fires appear to contribute that needs to be understood and 
addressed. 

At the same time, it is also clear that the vast majority of the time the PM2.5 values were in the 
“good” range, a range that EPA has found under the Clean Air Act to have no expected health 
effects, and for which EPA prescribes no cautionary statements nor other protective actions (see 
above). That is not to say we should not be concerned with such levels, or the more limited times 
when air quality ventured into the moderate category, or the very few times it went into the 
unhealthy categories. Rather it is to help understand the relative degree of the problem so as to be 
able to understand how best to address it. In other words, it is clear there is an air quality issue, 
and it appears clear that the numbers of fires on Carmel Beach do influence the particulate matter 
concentrations in the surrounding airshed. However, the data does not suggest that a moratorium 
on weekend beach fires was warranted to protect public health and safety, nor does the data 
support the City’s position that a complete ban on wood fires is necessary. The data does suggest, 
however, that managing beach fires including by capping the number of fires that may take place 
on the beach at any one time, is defensible and likely to result in a reduction of the higher PM2.5 
episodes occurring during peak beach use periods. 

Revised Project Description 
Since approving a CDP for the development of a Beach Fire Management Pilot Program and the 
subsequent filing of the appeal of said Pilot Program analyzed in the “Substantial Issue” section 
above, the City has decided to change its proposed Pilot Program entirely. The City has 
submitted for Commission review a revised proposal on a Program that would prohibit wood-
burning altogether, and would only allow propane fires on Carmel Beach. Based on a revised 
Beach Fire Management Pilot Program document submitted to the Commission on November 
17, 2015 (see Exhibit 5), all wood fires would be prohibited on Carmel Beach. This includes a 
prohibition on fires used for warmth and fires used for cooking, such as charcoal-fueled fires, 
whether directly on the sand or in a hibachi or grill. Wood fires would be replaced with propane-
fueled devices that would be required to be supplied by beachgoers and the City. 

                                                 
36  In terms of the 24-hour average, the monitor found PM2.5 concentrations to be at 35.3 one time, and thus in the EPA’s 

“Unhealthy for Sensitive Groups” category. This occurred during a period when the ban on beach fires was in effect. For the 1-
hour average, the monitor recorded PM2.5 concentrations in the “Unhealthy for Sensitive Groups” category (6 times/13 hours) 
and the “Unhealthy” category (1 time/2 hours). 

37  As indicated above, the single monitor is located in a residential backyard inland of Scenic Drive, and it does not collect the 
type of meteorological data to be able to conclusively demonstrate where the smoke of coming from (e.g., in relation to wind 
etc.). In addition, the City lacks baseline data against which to compare the current data. 
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The City has compiled a short list of propane fueled devices available for purchase by the public 
for their personal use on Carmel Beach. Beachgoers with their own device would be allowed to 
have a beach fire from 7 a.m. to 10 p.m., seven days a week year-round. User-supplied devices 
would be allowed south of Tenth Avenue and must be at least 25-feet from the base of the bluff.  

Additionally, the City has identified two potential options for six propane-only fire rings that the 
City would purchase and make available on a first-come, first-serve basis for use on Carmel 
Beach and which cannot be reserved or held in advance by the general public, except by 
individuals or groups in association with the issuance of a special events permit (fee required) 
from the City and in accordance with the City’s special events policies. Both City-sponsored 
options are kettle-style steel containment devices that range from 30 – 48 inches in diameter, 
which would be located adjacent to the beach access stairs at 10th, 11th, 12th, and 13th Avenues, 
and Santa Lucia Avenue. The City indicates that the six propane-only fire rings would be 
partially buried in sand and secured in place. The propane tanks for the six fire rings would also 
be stored on the beach and secured via a chain. Beach fires in the City-sponsored fire rings 
would be allowed only from one hour before sunset to 10 p.m., seven days a week throughout the 
year.  

The propane-only program also includes objectives such as monitoring of air resources and sand 
quality, hazard avoidance and adaptive measures, provisions for additional devices during peak 
periods, and refueling of propane tanks, all more fully described in Exhibit 5.  

Recent Commission Action on Newport Beach Fire Ring Proposal 
On June 11, 2015, the Commission approved CDP 5-14-1213 for a Fire Ring Management Plan 
for the City of Newport Beach, which allows for 64 fire rings available to the public, including a 
mix of wood-burning and charcoal-only fire rings. Historically, fire rings have been on the 
beaches in the City of Newport Beach since the late 1940s and early 1950s, without a reservation 
system and with no fee charged for fire ring use.  

Originally, the City of Newport Beach had applied for a CDP to remove all 60 existing fire rings 
from the City’s beaches, with the stated intent to prevent potential ill-health effects to beachgoers 
and nearby residents due to smoke and particulate matter from wood fires within the fire rings 
(CDP application number 5-12-134). The reasons cited by the City of Newport Beach are 
essentially identical to the reasons cited by the City of Carmel in this case. When the fire ring 
issue came before this Commission on March 6, 2013, the City had not provided any air quality 
monitoring data to support its position that wood smoke from the beach fire rings was directly 
responsible for a public health problem. Nor had the City shown that the beach fire rings create 
such negative impacts as to warrant their removal. This is because there are a variety of other 
sources of smoke, particulate matter, and odors in the beach areas, including private fireplaces, 
private outdoor fire rings, barbeques, exhaust from both marine and terrestrial diesel vehicles, 
vehicles in parking lots, and restaurant equipment vents that contribute to air pollution. 
Furthermore, a variety of mitigation measures and alternatives could be undertaken, short of 
removing all of the public beach fire rings, that might address any air quality concerns related to 
beach fires, including reducing the density of the fire rings and enforcing the City’s existing 
prohibition on burning inappropriate materials such as plastic, trash, pallets, and treated or 
painted wood in the rings, etc.  
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Commission staff recommended denial of CDP application 5-12-134 because removal of all the 
beach fire rings in Newport Beach would deny the public access to this popular form of lower 
cost public recreation, and would shift the already high demand for fire rings to other coastal 
locations, creating new access and recreation demands there. Thus, removal of all the fire rings 
would not be consistent with Section 30212.5 of the Coastal Act, requiring public facilities, like 
the fire rings, to be distributed throughout an area to mitigate the impacts of overcrowding or 
overuse by the public of any single area. However, the City withdrew application 5-12-134 
before the Commission could take action. 

The Commission’s subsequent approval in June 2015 of CDP 5-14-1213 for 64 fire rings within 
Newport Beach city limits provides for a total of 40 wood-burning fire rings and 24 charcoal-
only fire rings, all available to the public at no cost and on a first-come first-serve basis. 
Regarding the charcoal-only fire rings, the City proposed these because they create less visible 
smoke and more even heat for cooking. Although the Commission concluded that a charcoal-
only fire ring is not equivalent to a traditional wood bonfire (i.e., the charcoal does not provide a 
flame for more than a few seconds or minutes (unless frequently doused with lighter fluid), the 
lack of flame means that a flashlight is required after sunset, the heat generated is not as strong 
as a wood fire, etc.), the Commission found that only 37% of the fire rings would be charcoal-
only, which would minimize any adverse impact that the fuel restriction may have on the use of 
fire rings, and would also balance the need to protect the fire rings as existing lower-cost 
recreational facilities under Coastal Act Section 30213, while complying with the South Coast 
Air Quality Management District’s (AQMD’s) Rule 444 spacing requirements for wood-burning 
fire rings, and ensuring that other beach uses and public safety functions can coexist. The 
Commission’s approval of CDP 5-14-1213 included, among other things, timing requirements 
for the use of fire rings (i.e., allowed use between 8 a.m. and 10 p.m. daily), submittal of a 
signage program to inform the public of the allowed uses for the fire rings (while minimizing the 
signs’ impacts on public views), submittal of a plan for fire ring management and cleaning, a 
prohibition of shoreline armoring to protect the fire rings, and conformance with Newport 
Beach’s Fire Ring Management Plan. 

Although the Newport Beach situation does not constitute a controlling standard of review, when 
confronted with similar issues recently in Newport Beach, the Commission struck a balance that 
ensured continued wood fires in fire rings, and an overall fire management program designed to 
address air quality and other concerns.  

2. Public Access and Recreation 
Applicable Policies 
Coastal Act Section 30604(c) requires that every coastal development permit issued for any 
development between the nearest public road and the sea “shall include a specific finding that the 
development is in conformity with the public access and public recreation policies of [Coastal 
Act] Chapter 3.” The proposed project is located seaward of the first through public road and 
thus such a finding is required. Coastal Act Sections 30210 through 30213 and 30221 
specifically protect public access and recreation. In particular: 

Section 30210. In carrying out the requirement of Section 4 of Article X of the California 
Constitution, maximum access, which shall be conspicuously posted, and recreational 
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opportunities shall be provided 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. 

Section 30211. Development shall not interfere with the public's right of access to the sea 
where acquired through use or legislative authorization, including, but not limited to, the use 
of dry sand and rocky coastal beaches to the first line of terrestrial vegetation. 

Section 30212(a) (in relevant part). Public access from the nearest public roadway to the 
shoreline and along the coast shall be provided in new development except where: … (2) 
adequate access exists nearby… 

Section 30212.5. Wherever appropriate and feasible, public facilities, including parking 
areas or facilities, shall be distributed throughout an area so as to mitigate against the 
impacts, social and otherwise, of overcrowding or overuse by the public of any single area.  

Section 30213. Lower cost visitor and recreational facilities shall be protected, encouraged, 
and, where feasible, provided. Developments providing public recreational opportunities are 
preferred. … 

Section 30221. Oceanfront land suitable for recreational use shall be protected for 
recreational use and development unless present and foreseeable future demand for public or 
commercial recreational activities that could be accommodated on the property is already 
adequately provided for in the area. 

Among the most important goals and requirements of the Coastal Act is the mandate to protect, 
provide, enhance, and maximize public access and recreational access opportunities to and along 
the coast consistent with strong resource conservation principles. These requirements are echoed 
in the City’s certified LUP together with specific protections for the provision of recreational 
beach fires on Carmel Beach. Both the Coastal Act and LCP also emphasize the protection of 
existing and the provision of new lower-cost recreational facilities. Beach fires are part of a rich, 
nearly 100-year tradition at Carmel Beach and have been available to the public at no cost with 
minimal restrictions (e.g., allowed anywhere south of Tenth Avenue and 25 feet from the bluff) 
for many decades. As such, beach fires are an existing lower-cost recreational facility in the City 
of Carmel.  

As stated above, the City’s LUP policies amplify the Coastal Act’s public access and recreation 
requirements, and more specifically encourage and protect lower cost public access and 
recreational opportunities including beach fires on Carmel Beach: 

LUP Policy G4-1. Provide for maximum public access to, and recreational use of, the 
shoreline consistent with private property rights and environmental protection.  

LUP Policy P4-7. Protect the public’s historic right of unrestricted access to the entire 
beach in Carmel-by-the-Sea from the southern to the northern city limit by prohibiting 
development that interferes with such rights and by actively defending established 
prescriptive rights. …  
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LUP Policy G4-3. Provide adequate facilities that will serve the needs of the public, mitigate 
damage to the environment, and respect the neighborhood.  

LUP Policy G4-4. Provide for a wide variety of passive and active recreational experiences 
for all beach users while protecting the resource values of the beach environs.  

LUP Policy O4-9. Manage the City’s beach, park, and open space resources in a manner to 
encourage use and enjoyment by residents and visitors. 

LUP Policy O4-10. Allow beach users the opportunity to enjoy a fire for warmth or 
cooking, while protecting the sand from degradation. [emphasis added] 

LUP Policy P4-57. Allow beach fires until 10:00 p.m. south of Tenth Avenue but at least 
twenty five feet from the base of the bluff. Install appropriate signage to indicate this 
distance and time limit and to indicate methods for correct extinguishing of fires with 
water. [emphasis added] 

LUP Policy P4-62. Lower cost visitor and recreational facilities shall be protected and 
encouraged and where feasible, provided. Developments providing public recreational 
opportunities are preferred.  

The Coastal Implementation Plan (IP) further augments the LUP and more specifically 
identifies the standards and guidelines for lighting and maintaining beach fires along Carmel 
Beach. Importantly, these provisions clearly provide significant LCP detail associated with 
beach fires, and clearly evince an LCP intent to allow for same. These standards include 
references to “burnable material,” “ash,” “embers,” and “coals,” that are associated with 
wood fires: 

IP Regulations Section 17.20.20.D Location and Time Limits on Beach Fires. No person, 
firm, corporation or other entity shall build, light, maintain, cause or permit, to be built, 
lighted or maintained any open or outdoor fire on any public beach designated by the City 
after the hour of 10:00 p.m. No fires shall be permitted at any time on the slopes leading 
thereto within the City. This prohibition is applicable to all that beach and slope area lying 
west of Scenic Road and south of Ocean Avenue to the southern City boundary. No fires shall 
be permitted at any time on all that beach and slope area lying west of San Antonio from 
Ocean Avenue to the northern City boundary. The prohibition against all fires on all the 
beach that lies at or below the high tide line shall extend from 10:00 p.m. on the day it 
commences until 7:00 a.m. the following day.  

IP Regulations Section 17.20.20.E Recreational Fires on Carmel Beach. All fires on 
Carmel Beach shall meet the following requirements:  

1. Beach fires shall be used for cooking or warmth and shall be located on that part of the 
City beach property which lies south of an extension of the center line of Tenth Avenue 
and west of a line reached by the high tide provided that all of the following conditions 
are met: 

a. The base of the fire shall be defined as the level at which the lowest burnable material 
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or ash is located, and it shall be on the beach sand unless the fire is in a hibachi, 
charcoal grill or other like receptacle, in which case the base shall be a horizontal 
plane touched by the lowest burning material.  

b. The burnable material used in the fire shall not extend more than two feet above the 
base of the fire.  

c. Flames from the fire shall not extend into the air more than five feet from the base of 
the burnable material in the fire. 

d. The longest horizontal straight-line distance through the base of the fire shall not 
exceed four feet. 

e. Flammable liquids other than charcoal starter shall not be used in any manner in 
connection with starting or maintaining the fire. 

f. No fire shall be built, lit, or maintained on any slope or within 25 feet of any wall, 
vegetation or combustible material not intended to be used in the fire. 

g. All flammable coals, embers, or burning materials shall be extinguished with 
seawater by the person or persons building, lighting, or maintaining the fire prior to 
said person or persons leaving the beach. 

h. The extinguished remains of all fires shall be left exposed and not covered with sand. 

i. Building, lighting, maintaining or causing or permitting to build, light, or maintain a 
fire in violation of any of the above conditions shall be an infraction. 

j. Penalties: Any person who shall violate any of the provisions of this chapter that 
necessitates the response of the Fire Department shall be guilty of an infraction 
punishable by a fine of not more than $50 per hour or portion thereof, not to exceed 
$500. 

Analysis 
Beach fires are one of the more popular activities enjoyed by the public at Carmel Beach. Fires 
provide an opportunity for the quintessential Carmel beach experience, including grilling food, 
toasting marshmallows, telling stories, strumming a guitar, singing songs, celebrating special 
occasions like family reunions, birthdays, weddings, anniversaries, and special events such as 
charity and fund raising, films, dinners, surf contests, etc. The importance of preserving this 
lower-cost recreational facility/activity for the general public cannot be understated, which is 
evidenced by the numbers of beach fires that occur on Carmel Beach.  

The City collected data on Friday, Saturday, and Sunday nights over a roughly ten-week period 
between June and August of 2015, including the total number of fires, total numbers of people 
observed at those fires, as well as data on where the visitors were from. Based on the City’s data, 
there were 397 fires during 12 recorded weekend days in June 2015 with more than 2,885 
persons attending a beach fire in Carmel, with the vast majority – some 80% of people enjoying 
a beach fire – coming from outside of Carmel (i.e., 55% were from areas in Monterey County 
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other than Carmel, 20% were from other areas in California, and 5% were from other states or 
other countries). Similar data produced for 12 weekend nights in July 2015 resulted in 509 beach 
fires, with 2,942 persons attending beach fires, and again over 80% of the people were from out 
of town (i.e., 60% were from areas in Monterey County other than Carmel, 20% were from other 
areas in California, and 1% were from other states or countries). The City’s data indicates that 
there were over 130 beach fires on Saturday, July 4th alone. However, the person count for the 
month of July excludes the July 4th weekend (i.e., July 3rd and 4th) because the number of persons 
on the beach enjoying beach fires was too numerous to count. Finally, for a five-day period at the 
end of July and in early August 2015, there were 225 beach fires, with 1,714 persons attending 
beach fires, where more than two-thirds of these attendees were from areas outside of Carmel.  
Overall during this ten-week period, there were a total of 1,131 beach fires on Carmel Beach 
with more than 7,500 persons in attendance, which does not include the numerous uncounted 
individuals who attended a beach fire in Carmel on July 3rd and 4th. The vast majority of people 
enjoying these beach fires reside outside of Carmel but travel to Carmel Beach to enjoy a beach 
fire. Most of them came from other parts of Monterey County, but many others came from other 
parts of California, and still others came from other states and countries. This data demonstrates 
the importance of beach fires at Carmel Beach, not just for local residents, but for visitors 
throughout the county, the state, and beyond. 

Beach fires are so popular and in such limited supply both locally and regionally, that visitors on 
summer weekends arrive early to get a parking space and stake out a location on the beach to 
have a fire later in the afternoon or evening. Groups often leave firewood, chairs, and other 
beach equipment to “reserve” their spot. Beach users may participate in other beach related 
activities (e.g., walking, sightseeing, swimming, surfing, etc.) during the day prior to having a 
beach fire. Summer and early fall months receive the heaviest beach use and by extension, 
highest demand for beach fires. Anecdotal evidence suggests that there is high demand for beach 
fires during certain off-peak periods as well. Holidays, such as Thanksgiving and New Year’s 
Day, also attract large numbers of people to Carmel Beach, which results in a substantial number 
of beach fires during those off-season holidays. Also given that California has experienced 
several exceptionally mild winters over the past few years, the warm temperatures and dry 
weather conditions have resulted in a noticeable increase in visitation and demand for beach fires 
at Carmel during the usually off-peak winter season. Accordingly, beach fires at Carmel Beach 
provide a diverse visitor population, as well as local residents, access to lower-cost visitor and 
recreational facilities not only during peak periods, but at all times of the year, weather 
permitting.  

As noted above, the City currently proposes to eliminate wood fires from the beach entirely and 
put in its place a propane-fueled program consisting of fire rings individually purchased and 
owned by members of the public and six City-supplied and installed propane fire rings. The City 
cites concerns with smoke and odors emanating from wood fires as the primary reason for 
proposing the switch to propane-only devices. The City-supplied devices would be similar in 
many aspects of a typical wood fire ring including size and design, except that it has an 
additional element that allows it to be used with propane only. Please see Exhibit 5 for the 
possible types of propane-only devices that the City is now proposing.  

City staff provided web-links to several off-the-shelf propane fire devices that members of the 
public could purchase for their personal use on the beach, which range in price from $90 - $250 
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(not including tax) depending on the device. The two identified devices are 15 and 18 inches in 
diameter, respectively, and are portable for easy transport. Aside from being small, the devices 
are relatively expensive. At a starting price of nearly $100 (with tax), even the less expensive 
user-supplied option could be a significant impediment to this important recreational activity 
particularly for many low- and moderate-income individuals and families (not to mention the 
$250 device, which would be some $275 with tax). Both the certified LCP and Coastal Act 
require that public access and recreational opportunities be maximized (LUP Policy G4-1; 
Coastal Act Section 30210) and lower cost recreational facilities protected and, if feasible, 
provided (LUP Policy P4-62; Coastal Act Section 30213). A beach fire that requires a minimum 
$100 investment to participate in cannot be considered a lower cost recreational activity, nor can 
it be expected to maximize public access consistent with Coastal Act and LCP requirements.  

Additionally, the user-supplied devices can only accommodate a few people around them at any 
one time. Medium and larger groups of people, like those routinely observed at Carmel Beach 
fires, would not be able to all congregate at one time around the larger of these devices, which 
measures only 18 inches in diameter.38 Therefore, propane fire devices may actually reduce 
public access and recreational opportunities, contrary to their intended purpose. Typical wood 
fire rings are about 40 inches in diameter and are designed to hold a bed of hot coals that radiates 
large amounts of heat capable of warming an area extending well beyond the limits of the fire 
ring itself, thus reaching a larger group of individuals. By contrast, the proposed user-supplied 
propane devices, which are much smaller in diameter, typically do not heat to the same high 
temperatures of burning wood and thus do not radiate heat in the same way as do wood fires. 
Warmth from such propane devices is limited to indirect exposure to the flame itself. Some of 
the units with high BTU39 ratings have a decent flame that puts off light and some heat. 
However, because it is just a flame, warmth from the fire does not radiate out from the unit to an 
appreciable distance. Also for this same reason, the propane devices do not perform very well in 
windy conditions. Although suitable for use in a protected space, such as between large parked 
RV’s, these devices would not be very effective in the chilly and windy unprotected beach 
environment that is typical during the evening at Carmel Beach. 

Similar to the user-supplied devices, but larger, the City intends to install and maintain six 
propane fire rings that would be available to the public on a first-come first-serve basis, and 
which cannot be reserved or held in advance. The City indicates however, that one fire ring may 
be reserved daily in association with the issuance of a special events permit from the City and in 
accordance with the City’s special event policies. As noted above, the City is considering two 
options for the propane fire rings that would range in size from 30 - 48 inches in diameter, 
similar to the diameter of typical wood fire rings, which are typically about 40 inches in 
diameter. These propane-only fire rings would be located adjacent to the beach access stairways 
on Carmel Beach (i.e., at 10th, 11th, 12th, and 13th Avenues, and Santa Lucia Avenue). The City 
identified two different models that it intends to put in place on the beach during a pilot program 
period to see which is the most effective. However, these larger propane-only fire rings suffer 
from the same shortcomings as the smaller portable user-supplied devices discussed above. The 

                                                 
38  The fire attendance data provided by the City indicated that on average fires were attended by groups of ten persons or more. 
39  The British thermal unit (BTU) is a traditional unit of work equal to about 1055 joules. It is the amount of work needed to raise 

the temperature of one pound of water by one degree Fahrenheit. For a more physical analogue, one four-inch wooden kitchen 
match consumed completely generates approximately 1 BTU. 
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flame is aesthetically pleasing but minimal heat would radiate from such devices and they would 
not be very effective in a windy environment. The cost of reserving and using the device for a 
special event could also be prohibitive for some individuals and families. Also, there are a host 
of safety issues associated with the operation of a large propane device on the beach. Propane is 
a very volatile substance and a leak in the system could result in a fire or explosion, and serious 
harm to users (see the “Hazards” section below for a complete discussion of the safety issues 
associated with propane devices). There are many unresolved logistical questions about the 
City’s proposed program including with regard to operations, maintenance, costs, security, 
safety, etc., all of which could result in significant impediments to the use and enjoyment of 
recreational beach fires, inconsistent with the LCP and the Coastal Act.  

Complicating the issue, IP Section 17.20.20.E(1)(e) prohibits the use of flammable liquids, other 
than charcoal lighter fluid, for starting and maintaining fires on Carmel Beach. This prohibition 
was likely instituted to ensure public safety on the beach (again, see the “Hazards” section below 
for a full discussion of safety issues) and possibly also to protect water quality (see also the 
“Water Quality” section below). Propane is a liquid when placed into a canister or cylinder for 
storage and transport. This substance is highly volatile and improper use could result in harm to 
users. Use of propane for the purpose of starting and maintaining a beach fire would not be 
consistent with IP Section 17.20.20.E(1)(e). 

The City’s proposal to install only six propane fire devices also greatly understates the value of 
beach fires to the visiting public. Data collected by the City on weekend beach fires during the 
peak summer visitation period clearly demonstrates an extremely high demand for this type of 
recreational activity on Carmel Beach. Data collected by the City from June 27 to July 26, 2015 
shows that there were on average 22 fires on Friday nights, 47 fires on Saturday nights, and 
another 23 fires occurring on Sunday evenings. Under the City’s proposal, the number of beach 
fires taking place in propane-only fire rings provided by the City would only equal six per night. 
Such significant cutbacks in the number of beach fires on Carmel Beach might be justified if 
there were plenty of alternative beach fire locations on the Monterey Peninsula or if there were 
other compelling factors to reduce the number of fires so drastically. However, there does not 
appear to be evidence for either (particularly considering the City’s previous proposed Program 
that is the subject of this CDP appeal to install 26 fire rings).. As the sole alternative for beach 
fires in the vicinity, the City of Monterey maintains only a handful of fire rings on Del Monte 
Beach. 

To date, the City of Carmel has not provided any reports of significant crime or mischief 
occurring on Carmel Beach associated with beach fires. Scenic Road residents have complained 
over the years about the issue of smoke and odors emanating from beach fires and this is one of 
the primary reasons cited by the City for the proposal to eliminate wood fires and commence a 
propane-only fire program. It is not clear, however, how such a drastic reduction in the number 
of proposed fire rings, compared to its initial proposal to install 26 wood-burning fire rings on 
the beach (see “Substantial Determination” section above), can be found LCP and Coastal Act 
consistent. The City has not provided any information to the Commission staff documenting any 
demographic changes or changes in recreational activities that would justify such a reduction in 
the number of beach fires.  

Additionally, a propane-only program would eliminate not only wood fires on Carmel Beach, but 
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also the use of charcoal fires typically used in portable hibachis and grills for cooking on the 
beach. The LCP explicitly states that fires are allowed for cooking and discusses methods 
typically associated with wood and charcoal fires (IP Section 17.20.20.E.1.a-j.). The City’s 
revised beach fire management program, which would eliminate the use of wood or charcoal, 
will prevent beach users from being able to have a wood-fired or charcoal barbeque on the 
beach, inconsistent with the LCP (IP Section 17.20.20.E).  

Furthermore, the City’s revised beach fire management program includes City-sponsored 
propane fire rings that will be offered to the public on a first-come, first serve basis, seven days 
per week, but only from one hour prior to sunset to 10 p.m. The sun sets at about 8:30 p.m. 
during the peak summer use period (i.e., July). As such the City-sponsored propane devices 
would only be available for use for approximately two and half hours of each day during the 
month of July under the proposed propane-only program. Given Carmel’s chilly and often foggy 
climate, it is not unreasonable to assume that some beachgoers will want to have a fire in a City-
supplied propane fire ring during the day, but under the proposed project they would not be 
allowed to do so. While the City’s proposal allows for user-supplied propane devices to be used 
on the beach between 7 a.m. and 10 p.m., such devices are small and will not provide a typical 
beach fire experience, as detailed above. Furthermore, low- and moderate-income persons may 
not be able to afford the user-supplied options and the City-sponsored devices will not be 
available for their intended purpose during the day. In any event, the City’s proposed time 
limitation for use of its City-supplied fire rings is inconsistent with IP Section 17.20.20.D, which 
specifically allows beach fires between the hours of 7 a.m. and 10 p.m. (i.e., a total of 15 hours 
per day. 

Finally, during the winter months, the fire rings may be removed from the beach entirely to avoid 
inundation from the sea and there are no provisions in the City’s propane program to allow for 
beach fires during this time other than to purchase a propane device. The impacts of this 
omission again fall disproportionately on the low income visitors who come to Carmel to enjoy 
the classic Carmel Beach fire experience but are unable to do so.  

Both Coastal Act and LCP policies require the provision of maximum public access and 
recreational opportunities to and along the coast, and specifically Carmel Beach (Coastal Act 
Section 30210, LUP Policy G4-1). The LCP contains specific provisions for the protection of 
recreational beach fires (LUP Policies O4-10 and P4-57) with further emphasis on the protection 
of existing and provision of new lower-cost recreational facilities (LUP Policy P4-62) and 
assurance of adequate public facilities to serve the needs of the public (LUP Policy G4-3). 
Additionally, the IP establishes the regulations and parameters for having a fire on the beach 
including provisions for wood fires, limits on the location and time when fires may occur, the 
size and height of fires, a prohibition on flammable fuels, and requirements for extinguishing 
fires (IP Sections 17.20.20.D and 17.20.20.E). The City’s proposal to eliminate wood fires and 
implement a program consisting of a mix of user-supplied and City-sponsored propane devices 
does not maximize public access or protect lower cost recreational facilities required by those 
policies. The program further fails to protect beach fires in a manner envisioned by the LCP and 
falls far short of providing adequate facilities for the large numbers of visitors who flock to 
Carmel from Monterey County, the State, and beyond for that quintessential beach fire 
experience. The program especially impacts persons of low and moderate income means. Thus, 
the City’s proposal is inconsistent with the above-cited LCP and Coastal Act access and 
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recreation policies.  

Alternatives 
There appear to be many ways to address the identified problem, but to jump to a complete ban 
on wood beach fires and only allowing propane-fueled fires cannot be found consistent with the 
LCP or the Coastal Act in this case for the reasons discussed above. The City’s post-prohibition 
monitoring data does not even show that such a proposal would even make a significant 
difference in PM2.5 levels and spikes. In addition, the City’s proposed propane-only program 
cannot be approved because the LCP explicitly prohibits flammable liquids (like propane) on the 
beach. There are alternatives, however, short of eliminating wood fires, which would mitigate 
and/or address the concerns raised by the City. As discussed in the “Substantial Issue 
Determination” section above, the City considered an alternative to the current propane fire 
proposal that included the use of fire rings and set a limit on the maximum number of beach fires 
that may take place at any one time. On April 8, 2015, the Planning Commission approved a 
CDP (MP 15-100) for a Beach Fire Management Pilot Program (Pilot Program) that included the 
broad elements of beach fire management. The Pilot Program required beach fires to be 
maintained in fire rings and further restricted the number of fires to 26. The Pilot Program also 
included maintenance provisions, signage requirements, and a means by which to evaluate the 
effectiveness of the program. The purpose of the Pilot Program was to address coastal resource 
impacts associated with unmanaged beach fires and, in particular, adverse impacts to air quality 
and the discoloration of the City’s white sand beach. The approval was appealed by four 
individuals citing issues of conformance with the certified LCP. On May 5, 2015, the City 
Council upheld the Planning Commission decision on a 4 – 0 vote to deny the appeals. Council 
directed its staff to return with findings and conditions for the denial of the appeals and approval 
of MP 15-100.  

In its findings on that coastal permit, the City concluded that the Pilot Program was consistent 
with the General Plan and LCP Policy G4-1 regarding the provision of maximum public access, 
and the inherent balance between coastal access and environmental protection, and stated:  

The development (proposed installation of 26 fire devices and temporary signage) will be 
located near the beach staircases and in the natural coves and will not impede public access 
to the sea. The recreational opportunity to build a fire will be maintained in designated areas 
via the fire containment devices. … 

The City also found the Pilot Program consistent with LUP policy G4-3 regarding the provision 
of adequate facilities:  

The proposed use of the 26 fire containment devices is intended to serve the needs of public 
beach goers for beach recreation (i.e., allow recreational fires); mitigate damage to the 
environment (specifically sand, ocean, and air) and respect the neighborhood by developing, 
implementing, and refining through adaptive management program components that would 
better manage the number of wood beach fires and the associated health and safety hazards 
resulting from improperly extinguished fires and impacts from wood smoke. Better 
controlling the number and location of wood fires through the use of a limited number of 
properly-positioned fire containment devices is intended to respond to community concerns 
related to air quality impacts and hazards from hot coals on the sand, both of which interfere 
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with the public’s ability to enjoy walking and other recreational activities at the beach. 
Additional program components such as the encouragement of the use of other sources of 
fuel like propane is similarly intended to reduce these impacts to both beach and shoreline 
area users as well as residents with homes near the beach. 

The Pilot Program was further found to be consistent with the LUP Policy O4-10 regarding the 
public’s opportunity to enjoy a beach fire: 

The proposed installation of 26 fire containment devices will allow for the continuation of 
fires for cooking and warmth while preventing fires from being built directly onto the sand as 
an effort to protect the sand from degradation due to charcoal, ash and burned logs. 
Additional containment devices would be available during peak holiday periods, and 
propane-fueled devices would be encouraged and continue to provide a coal- and charcoal-
less alternative for beach fires.  

In a August 18, 2015 letter to the Commission, Richard Stedman, the Air Pollution Control 
Officer of the MBUAPCD indicated that the district had been working closely with the City of 
Carmel in an effort to reduce smoke emissions from beach fires and that it had been continuously 
monitoring particulate matter (PM2.5) pollution at one location near the beach. Mr. Stedman 
further indicated that the results of the monitoring demonstrated that residents were being 
exposed to significant levels of particulate matter pollution from beach fires especially over 
weekends and holidays and identified the many health effects associated with exposure to smoke 
and PM2.5. In addition to adverse health effects, Mr. Stedman acknowledged that odors 
associated with wood fires were also a concern. In the last paragraph of the August 18, 2015 
letter, Mr. Stedman states that: 

The District fully supports Carmel-by-the-Sea’s efforts to reduce wood smoke from Carmel 
Beach. Limiting the number of fire rings on the beach is a common sense approach that 
should be effective in addressing the problem.  

The letter also states that increasing the setback distances of the fires from residences and the use 
of propane instead of wood are also reasonable steps that may significantly reduce smoke 
impacts to nearby residents. Commission staff spoke with Mr. Stedman on several occasions 
regarding beach fires in Carmel and the City’s initial proposal to install fire rings on the beach 
and to cap the number of rings at 26. Although Mr. Stedman could not say what the appropriate 
number of fire rings was, he did indicate that he expected air quality to improve significantly 
along the Carmel shoreline with a cap or restriction on the numbers of beach fires.  

As noted in the preamble, the certified LCP allows and protects beach fires. The policies of the 
LCP were developed in response to issues with wood beach fires that had been occurring over 
the course of numerous decades along Carmel’s shoreline. One primary concern was the control 
over the size of bonfires that were occurring. To address the issue, the policies establish the 
limits on the amount of material that may be used in a bonfire and the size of the fire, with clear 
references to wood fires: 

The burning material used in the fire shall not extend more than two feet above the base of 
the fire (IP Section 17.20.20.E1(b)). 
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Flames shall not extend into the air more than five feet from the base of the burning material 
in the fire (IP Section 17.20.20.E1(c)).  

The longest horizontal straight-line distance through the base of the fire shall not exceed four 
feet (IP Section 17.20.20.E1(d)). 

All flammable coals, embers, or burning material shall be extinguished with sea water…(IP 
Section 17.20.20.E1(g)). 

It is also clear from the LCP that propane fires are prohibited: 

Flammable liquids other than charcoal starter shall not be used in any manner in 
connection with starting or maintaining the fire (IP Section 17.230.20.E1(e)).  

In short, Implementation Plan Section 17.20.20.E, defines the parameters for allowance of 
“wood”40 beach fires on Carmel Beach. Subsections a through d of this IP Section identify the 
width and height of the wood materials. There is no provision for the use of propane or natural 
gas fires. Moreover, subsection 1(e) expressly prohibits the use of flammable liquids, other than 
charcoal lighter fluid, to start and maintain a beach fire. Alternatively, the wood fire rings do not 
require a flammable liquid of any sort to start or maintain a fire. A properly prepared wood 
teepee with paper and kindling is all that is necessary. For these reasons, the use of propane fire 
rings and other than wood/charcoal as the base fuel is not allowed under the LCP absent an LCP 
amendment. 

Thus, as currently proposed, the City’s propane-only beach fire program could not be found 
consistent with the certified LCP including the policies and standards regarding the provision of 
beach fires on Carmel Beach. An LCP amendment would be necessary before either the City, or 
the Commission on appeal, could make the necessary consistency findings and authorize propane 
fires on Carmel Beach. For all the reasons stated above, the City’s current propane-only beach 
fire proposal is inconsistent with the access and recreation policies of the LCP and Coastal Act.  

Although the Commission found that the Pilot Program raised a substantial issue, the reasons for 
the finding were primarily because of lack of specificity in the program including the design and 
style of fire rings to be installed, specificity on seasonal adaptation and allowances for fires 
during the winter, fire ring maintenance and management measures, and incomplete data on air 
quality concerns. This lack of specificity, however, could be addressed through the imposition of 
special conditions including the preparation of a comprehensive program document. In fact, as 
mentioned above, following the City’s approval of the original beach fire management program 
in May 2015, City planning staff drafted a document entitled Beach Fire Management Pilot 
Program (BFMPP). Commission staff reviewed and found the document provided a significant 
level of specificity, but made comments where the management program could be improved 
including to address LCP consistency issues (see Exhibit 11). The BFMPP includes a 
requirement that all beach fires be conducted in fire rings and places a maximum limit on the 

                                                 
40  The LCP Implementation Plan specifically identifies the standards for lighting and maintaining beach fires along Carmel 

Beach. These standards include references to “burnable material,” “ash,” “embers,” and “coals,” which are associated with 
wood fires. The IP standards were devised in response to wood fires that were occurring on Carmel Beach for the previous 90 
years. 
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number of fire rings (26). The fire rings would be available on a first-come, first-serve basis 
south of Tenth Avenue between the hours of 7 a.m. and 10 p.m. The BFMPP includes regular 
maintenance requirements, disposal methods, seasonal adaptation, signage, air quality 
monitoring, and provisions for beach fires during the winter. The BFMPP would be in place for a 
period of three years, with a requirement that the City submit an application for a permanent 
beach fire management program at the end of the three-year pilot program.  

Implementation of the BFMPP, if revised to provide more specificity, would maximize public 
access consistent with Coastal Act Section 30210 and LUP Policy G4-1, and further ensure that 
lower cost recreational facilities are protected, consistent with the requirements of Coastal Act 
Section 30213 and LUP Policy P4-62. The BFMPP will also ensure that adequate facilities will 
be available to serve the high demand for recreational fires at Carmel Beach, consistent with the 
requirements of LUP Policies G4-4 and O4-10. Distributing 26 beach fire rings over a third-of-a-
mile of Carmel Beach will help to mitigate for over-crowding at other locations, consistent with 
Coastal Act Section 30212.5. Further, requiring the use of beach fire rings will eliminate beach 
fires directly in the sand, which will also address the potential safety hazard of stepping on a 
smoldering fire and thus improve public safety, consistent with Coastal Act Section 30210.  

Accordingly, the Pilot Program, including the BFMPP, is the appropriate vehicle for managing 
fires and address resource issues on Carmel Beach. Therefore, and to ensure continued public 
recreational opportunities including the ability to have beach fires within the City, the 
Commission imposes Special Condition 1(a) requiring the submittal of a Beach Fire 
Management Pilot Program (BFMPP) that, at a minimum, requires the City to ensure that no 
fewer than 26 fire rings are available to the public on a first-come, first-serve basis. The rings 
shall be installed on the beach south of Tenth Avenue provided that the fire rings are at least 25-
feet from the base of the bluff and are at least 50-feet apart from one another. The beach fires 
rings shall be available for public use between the hours of 7 a.m. and 10 p.m. daily. The fire 
rings may be removed during periods of high tides, storms, and low beach profiles, and the fire 
rings must be returned to the beach once storms subside and the beach profile recovers. User-
supplied portable devices shall be allowed during winter months when the fire rings are 
removed. The fire rings shall be maintained a minimum of three-days per week during peak use 
periods and on an “as needed” basis during off-peak periods. All ash, debris, and wood material 
shall be properly disposed of away from the beach. The location of all proposed signage for the 
program must be shown in site plan view. The BFMPP shall also include specific detail on the 
color, design, size, and content of all signage. The Beach Fire Management Pilot Program shall 
be valid for a period of three years and shall be in substantial conformance with Exhibit 6. All 
references to propane components in the BFMPP shall be removed. Special Condition 1(c) is 
imposed prohibiting the use of flammable liquids including propane on Carmel Beach. 

Thus, the Commission’s approval authorizes a CDP that provides for the 26 fire rings originally 
approved by the City, and that provides associated parameters for the placement, use, 
monitoring, and maintenance associated with those rings, including in terms of monitoring air 
quality. The Commission believes this to be an appropriately measured response, and one that 
can allow for monitoring and adaptation over time to adjust Program parameters as warranted.41 
Such a Program would appropriately limit beach fires (i.e., 26 allowed as opposed to the 
                                                 
41  Including allowing for propane options to be considered should the LCP be modified to allow for same.  
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unlimited number of fires that are currently allowed), and can strike an appropriate balance to the 
issues presented. It will also address all of the other issues associated with unlimited fires built 
directly on the beach sand by confining them to 26 fire rings that can be appropriately 
maintained to avoid beach degradation. As conditioned, the Commission finds that the 
development conforms to the access and recreation policies of the certified LCP and the Coastal 
Act. 

3. Scenic and Visual Resources  
Applicable Policies 
Carmel’s shoreline with its signature white sand, dune back beach, golden granite seawalls, and 
backdrop of Monterey pine and cypress trees is highly scenic and recognized the world over. The 
LCP contains a number of policies designed to protect these significant scenic and visual 
resources: 
 

LUP Policy O4-6. Limit development along the Carmel shoreline to facilities that 
support passive and active recreational activities, beach access, bluff protection and 
protection of infrastructure. …Ensure that any new structure or development is visually 
compatible with the natural beach environs, is consistent with the established design of 
existing facilities, minimizes coverage, and does not impede access. … 

LUP Policy O1-6. Recognize the natural resources and scenic quality of Carmel as a 
coastal community and allow uses in the community that are consistent with local needs, 
the Carmel Local Coastal Plan, and the California Coastal Act.  

LUP Policy G5-3. Protect, conserve and enhance the unique natural beauty and 
irreplaceable natural resources of Carmel and its Sphere of Influence, including its 
biological resources, water resources, and scenic routes and corridors.  

LUP Policy O5-8. Protect, conserve and enhance designated open space, the urban 
Monterey pine forest, beach and shoreline, the sensitive habitats and the hillside areas, 
and acquire additional open space as deemed appropriate.  

LUP Policy P5-48. New development shall protect areas of unique scenic quality (e.g., 
Scenic Road, Junipero Avenue, Torres & 3rd, etc.). Development in these areas shall be 
sited to protect public views to and along the coast, minimize impacts via landform 
alteration, and be visually compatible with the character of surrounding areas.  

Analysis 
The certified LCP policies require among other things that development be visually compatible 
with the natural beach environs (LUP Policy O4-6), that it preserve the unique natural beauty of 
the village (LUP Policy G5-3), and that it protect public views to and along the coast (LUP 
Policy P5-48).  

As described by the City, the current proposed project includes the installation of six, kettle-style 
steel fire rings approximately 30 – 48 inches in diameter that would be fueled by propane. The 
propane fire rings would be anchored into the sand. The City has not provided detail on the fuel 
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system and containment units, but presumably it would include five-gallon propane fuel 
canisters, hoses/piping, and some sort of security housing unit for the fuel canisters that likewise 
would be stored on the beach. The units will be installed on the beach in the vicinity of the beach 
access stairs between Tenth Avenue and Martin Way. The City indicates that it intends to field 
test several models before settling on a preferred unit. The project also includes the installation of 
signage associated with the City’s new beach fire management guidelines.  

The extent of the impacts of the propane program cannot be fully assessed, as the City has not 
yet chosen a particular design for the fire rings and the City has not indicated whether the 
propane tanks will be stored directly on the beach as described or placed into an enclosure of 
some sort. The maximum height of any of the possible propane fire ring options is 24 inches and 
thus the propane fire rings would not block scenic views of the beach or ocean. However, the fire 
rings will introduce other new development (i.e., fuel tanks, enclosures, hoses/tubes, etc.) onto 
Carmel Beach. These other components, which will remain on the beach whenever the propane 
fire rings are on the beach, appear mechanical and/or industrial in nature and will not blend with 
the aesthetics of the beach and the surrounding natural environment and will create visual clutter 
on the beach, inconsistent with the above-cited LCP policies that protect Carmel’s significant 
visual and scenic resources (LUP Policies O4-6 and P5-48).  

Alternatively, the wood burning fire rings the City researched back in May 2015 were very 
similar in design as the proposed propane fire rings (i.e., Kettle-style, steel, 30 - 48 inches in 
diameter, and a maximum of 24 inches in height). Of course, wood fire rings do not require 
propane as the primary fuel source and thus do not require a propane tank, pipes/hoses or a 
housing unit to be located on the beach. Thus, from a visual clutter standpoint, the wood burning 
rings require less industrial-type infrastructure to function and are therefore less visually 
intrusive. Nevertheless, it is clear that no matter the design, the wood fire rings will represent a 
visual departure from the previous 100 years when beach fires were allowed directly in the sand. 
However, given that the previous history of unlimited beach fires taking place directly in the 
sand has led to coastal resource and air quality concerns, including with respect to degradation of 
the white sands of Carmel Beach, restricting wood fires to fire rings should overall lead to an 
improvement in the visual quality of the beach. 

As discussed above, City planning staff had prepared a Beach Fire Management Pilot Program 
document (“BFMPP,” see Exhibit 6) after the City took action on the CDP that was the subject 
of the appeal described in the “Substantial Issue Determination” section above. The BFMPP 
provided for 26 wood fire rings on the beach as part of an adaptive program to manage beach 
fires. This document provides a good framework for regulating beach fires on Carmel Beach, but 
lacks specificity regarding fire ring design, and this lack of specificity could lead to visual 
impacts. To address this potential visual resource issue, Special Condition 1 requires submittal of 
a revised Beach Fire Management Pilot Program that identifies, among other things, the specific 
detail on the wood-burning beach fire rings including model, size, design, and color. The BFMPP 
must demonstrate that the preferred fire ring device is consistent with the existing beach aesthetic 
and the unique qualities of Carmel.  

As noted, the City also proposes as part of its propane-only program to install signs and/or 
symbols at various locations along Carmel Beach informing the public of the new beach fire 
rules, including information on the locations of where fires are allowed and rules regarding the 
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use of the City-supplied fire rings and user-supplied devices. At a minimum, the proposal calls 
for symbols to be installed at the Del Mar parking lot and between Eighth Avenue and Tenth 
Avenue, indicating that beach fires are prohibited in these areas. Informational signs about the 
Pilot Program and beach fire rules and restrictions will be installed at “key” locations starting at 
Tenth Avenue. Signage indicating the use of fire devices with a simple message of “fires in rings 
only” will be installed at all beach access points from Tenth Avenue to Martin Way. The City 
indicates that signage will be installed in locations that minimize obstructions of coastal views 
such as on stairway railings and landings half-way down to the beach. All sign materials are 
proposed to be simple and made of wood consistent with the “Carmel” aesthetic.  

The proposed signage program is mostly adequate but needs to be revised to allow for wood-
burning fires, to prohibit propane-fueled fires and too ensure that signage will have no significant 
adverse impact on public coastal views. Thus, the Commission imposes Special Condition 1(f) 
requiring the Applicant to submit a final sign plan. The final plan must identify the proposed 
location for all symbols and signage and at a minimum demonstrate that signs will be co-located 
with existing signs to reduce visual clutter, locate signs on existing access stairways to avoid the 
need for poles or similar infrastructure, and to demonstrate that signs and symbols are placed and 
oriented to minimize impacts on public views. The sign plan must also provide the dimensions 
and materials of all signs/symbols, and provide the exact wording of all signs. The signs must 
also state that wood and/or charcoal fires are only allowed in the 26 City-provided fire rings and 
are prohibited from taking place in the bare sand. Finally, the signs must make it clear that, 
except for charcoal lighter fluid, flammable liquids (including propane) are prohibited on Carmel 
Beach. As conditioned, the Commission finds that the development conforms to the scenic and 
visual protection policies of the certified LCP. 

4. Hazards 
Applicable Policies 
 

LUP Policy O4-6. Limit development along the Carmel shoreline to facilities that 
support passive and active recreational activities, beach access, bluff protection and 
protection of infrastructure. Bluff protection and protection of infrastructure shall be 
permitted only when existing facilities are in danger from erosion. Ensure that any new 
structure or development is visually compatible with the nature beach environs, is 
consistent with the established design of existing facilities, minimizes coverage, and does 
not impeded access. Avoid to the maximum extent feasible the seaward encroachment of 
new structures.  

LUP Policy G5-1. New development shall minimize risks to life and property, assure 
stability and structural integrity over the life of the development, and neither create nor 
contribute significantly to erosion, geologic instability, or destruction of the site or 
surrounding area.  

LUP Policy P5-6. Construct new shoreline armoring in areas previously unprotected 
only when required to protect existing structures in danger of erosion and when designed 
to eliminate or mitigate adverse impacts on local sand supply. … 
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IP Section 17.20.20.E. Recreational Fires on Carmel Beach. All fires on Carmel Beach 
shall meet the following requirements: 

1. Beach fires shall be used for cooking or warmth and shall be located on that part of 
the City beach property which lies south of an extension of the center line of Tenth 
Avenue and west of a line reached by the high tide provided that all of the following 
conditions are met: 

a. The base of the fire shall be defined as the level at which the lowest burnable 
material or ash is located, and it shall be on the beach sand unless the fire is in a 
hibachi, charcoal grill or other like receptacle, in which case the base shall be a 
horizontal plane touched by the lowest burning material.  

b. The burnable material used in the fire shall not extend more than two feet above 
the base of the fire.  

c. Flames from the fire shall not extend into the air more than five feet from the base 
of the burnable material in the fire. 

d. The longest horizontal straight-line distance through the base of the fire shall not 
exceed four feet. 

e. Flammable liquids other than charcoal starter shall not be used in any manner in 
connection with starting or maintaining the fire. 

Although not the standard of review, Section 30253(c) of the Coastal Act provides guidance 
with respect to agency coordination on the protection of air quality and state, in relevant part: 
 

30253. New development shall do all of the following: … (c) Be consistent with requirements 
imposed by an air pollution control district or the State Air Resources Board as to each 
particular development.  
 

Section 30414 sets forth the division of powers and authorities between the Commission and 
local governments as compared to the State Air Resources Board and local air pollution control 
districts in regard to air quality and emissions standards. Section 30414 states in relevant part: 

 
30414. (a) The State Air Resources Board and air pollution control districts established 
pursuant to state law and consistent with requirements of federal law are the principal public 
agencies responsible for the establishment of ambient air quality and emission standards and 
air pollution control programs. The provisions of this division do not authorize the 
commission or any local government to establish any ambient air quality standard, emission 
standard, or air pollution control program or facility, or to modify any ambient air quality 
standard, emission standard, or air pollution control program or facility which has been 
established by the state board or by an air pollution control district. 
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Analysis 
Development on the beach and adjacent to the ocean is in some ways inherently hazardous. 
Development that may require a protective device in the future cannot be allowed due to the 
adverse impacts such devices have upon, among other things, public access, visual resources and 
shoreline processes. The City’s LUP policies limit development on the beach to facilities that 
support public access and recreational activities (LUP Policy O4-6) and further limit shoreline 
protection to the protection of existing structures in danger of erosion (LUP Policy P5-6). All 
development is required to minimize risk to life and property and to ensure structural integrity 
over the life of the development (LUP Policy G5-1). 

Liquid Propane  
The City’s proposal includes user-supplied propane devices and six City-supplied and 
maintained propane fire rings. It is assumed that the user-supplied devices will be removed from 
the beach after each use. The City-supplied devices are proposed to remain on the beach for 
reuse day in and day out including the fire rings, hoses, and fuel canisters. Propane is a highly 
flammable form of liquefied petroleum gas. The liquid reacts with oxygen at normal temperature 
and pressure and converts to a highly flammable form of gas.  

There are several risks associated with the use and storage of propane on the beach. Propane is 
denser than air. If there is a leak in the propane fuel system, it will “sink” into the sand or any 
enclosed area thereby posing a risk of explosion and fire. The typical scenario is a leaking 
canister/cylinder in an enclosure; the propane pools in the enclosure and a spark or other 
flammable source ignites the pooled gas resulting in an explosion. Propane also expands under 
heat. When a propane tank is left out in the sun or within an enclosure in the direct sun, it will 
cause the gas to expand. If there is not enough room in the tank for the expanded gas, a pressure 
release valve will open to allow the gas to be emitted and prevent the cylinder from exploding. 
Similar to the scenario above, a spark from a nearby source could ignite the emitted gas and 
cause a fire or an explosion. This is a relatively common occurrence with the use of backyard 
barbeque grills. The National Fire Protection Association claims that there are more than 6,100 
accidental fires and explosions each year due to improper use of barbeque grills alone.42,43 

The City indicated to Commission staff that it intends to store all elements of the propane fire 
system on the beach, including the propane tanks, in order to minimize daily maintenance 
requirements. However, the City has not provided detail on whether the propane tanks will be 
secured, covered, or contained, and the measures that will be implemented to ensure safe public 
use of the devices, nor has the City evaluated the impacts that weather (sun, wind, fog, etc.) may 
have on the integrity of the fuel system components as they remain on the beach over time.  

As noted above, propane is a highly flammable and volatile substance capable of significant 
explosions and damage. The use of propane can be inherently dangerous without proper 
instruction or experience, and many persons expected to visit Carmel for a beach fire may not 
have the experience to safely start, maintain, and extinguish a propane fire. While wood fires are 
                                                 
42  National Fire Incident Reporting System. Cited in National Fire Protection Association, Use Care When Firing Up the 

Barbecue. 
43  Other common uses of propane include being the primary flammable gas in a blowtorch; use in theme parks and in the movie 

industry as an inexpensive, high-energy fuel for explosions and other special effects; and as a propellant, relying on the 
expansion of the gas to fire a projectile. 
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not without risk, the risk is minimized in that wood is not an explosive material and highly 
flammable accelerants are not needed to start a wood fire. The certified LCP requires that new 
development minimize risk to life and property (LUP Policy G5-1). Based on the materials 
provided thus far, and given the unstable nature of propane and the risks associated with its use, 
the Commission cannot conclude that the proposed propane fire units will minimize risks as 
required by LUP Policy G5-1.  

Additionally, Implementation Plan Section 17.20.20.E, defines the parameters for allowance of 
“wood”44 beach fires on Carmel Beach. Subsections a through d of this IP Section identify the 
width and height of the wood materials. There is no provision for the use of propane or natural 
gas fires. Moreover, subsection 1(e) expressly prohibits the use of flammable liquids, other than 
charcoal lighter fluid, to start and maintain a beach fire. It is precisely for the reasons discussed 
above that this type of fuel source is prohibited (i.e., to prevent unintended fires and/or 
explosions on Carmel Beach). Propane is stored and transported as a liquid, and it is a liquid in 
the canister/cylinder that would be retained/stored on the beach. Alternatively, the wood fire 
rings do not require a flammable liquid of any sort to start or maintain a fire. A properly prepared 
wood teepee with paper and kindling is all that is necessary. For these reasons, the use of 
propane fire rings is not consistent with the certified LCP, including IP Section 17.20.20.E. Thus, 
Special Condition 1(c) prohibits the use of propane on Carmel Beach, and Special Condition 1 
requires the submittal of a Beach Fire Management Pilot Program that includes installation of 26 
fire rings to be used for wood fires. 

Shoreline Hazards 
As discussed above, Special Condition 1 requires at least 26 wood-burning fire rings to be 
provided on Carmel Beach. However, fire rings on Carmel Beach will seasonally become 
threatened by inundation of ocean waters during high tide events, and by winter beach scour. The 
south end of Carmel Beach is especially exposed to these shoreline processes. In the City’s 
BFMPP document developed for the 26 wood fire rings (see Exhibit 6), the City identified the 
need to temporarily/seasonally remove the rings to avoid inundation during high tide and storm 
events. The stated intent of the BFMPP seasonal adaptation element is to make the beach fire 
rings available as long as possible throughout the year with an initial period of March 15 to 
October 15. Outside these dates, weekly monitoring will be performed to assess the threat of 
inundation and determine whether the fire rings must be removed and/or timing is right to restore 
the fire rings to the beach. Despite this type of adaptive management, no development in the 
ocean or near the shoreline can be guaranteed to be safe from hazards. All development located 
in or near the ocean has the potential for damage caused by wave energy, floods, seismic events, 
storms and erosion. To minimize the project’s impact on shoreline processes, and to minimize 
risks to life and property, the Commission imposes Special Condition 4 prohibiting construction 
of protective devices (such as a seawall) in the future to protect the fire rings and Special 
Condition 3 requiring that the Applicant assume the risk of undertaking the development. This 
prohibition on construction of protective seawall devices will ensure project consistency with 
LUP Policy O4-6 (which limits development along the Carmel shoreline to facilities that support, 
among other things, passive and active recreational activities and beach access) as well as LUP 
                                                 
44  The LCP Implementation Plan specifically identifies the standards for lighting and maintaining beach fires along Carmel 

Beach. These standards include references to “burnable material,” “ash,” “embers,” and “coals,” which are associated with 
wood fires. The IP standards were devised in response to wood fires that were occurring on Carmel Beach for the previous 90 
years. 
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Policy P5-6 (which limits new shoreline armoring construction to when required to protect 
existing structures in danger of erosion). 
 
Air Quality 
With regard to air quality, the certified LCP provides no specific guidance or standards but there 
is broad language in the LCP with respect to providing public access in a manner that protects 
the resource values of the beach environs and is consistent with environmental protection (LUP 
Policies G4-1, G4-3, and G4-4 - see the “Public Access” section above for the full text of these 
policies). Also, although not the standard of review, Section 30253(c) of the Coastal Act requires 
that new development be consistent with air quality regulations and Section 30414 of the Coastal 
Act clarifies that the Commission may not establish or modify air quality or emission standards 
or air pollution control programs.  

Although the City’s proposed propane-only fire program would largely address the air quality 
issues associated with wood fires, it does not avoid other significant public access, visual, and 
hazard-related impacts that propane-only fires would create. Furthermore, the use of propane fuel 
on the beach is prohibited by the LCP. Recognizing that wood-burning can have adverse impacts 
on human health, Special Condition 1 requires the City adopt a Beach Fire Management Pilot 
Program that limits beach fires to rings and restricts the total number of fire rings to 26. Despite 
adverse impacts that may result from wood-burning, limiting the total number of fire rings to 26 
represents a significant reduction in the number of beach fires (which in the past has been 
unrestricted) and will result in significant reductions in air quality (PM 2.5) impacts while 
ensuring that beach fires (which have a long, rich history in Carmel) are still allowed as a form of 
low-cost public recreational opportunity. The condition requires the program to include 
monitoring of PM 2.5 along Carmel Beach with annual reports submitted to the Executive 
Director for review. Special Condition 1(d) also requires a comprehensive adaptive management 
plan to address the times for fire ring removal and replacement, the location of where the rings 
will be storage, detail on how the rings will be cleaned and the location of ash/debris disposal. 
Finally, Special Condition 2 requires the City to re-evaluate the program at the end of the three 
year period and submit an application for a permanent Beach Fire Management Program that 
includes program refinements and modifications as needed to address program elements – 
particularly those related to particulate matter emissions and air quality. 

Finally, the Commission here is not imposing any air quality standards, nor is it providing for 
anything inconsistent with requirements imposed by an air pollution control district. On the 
contrary, the approved program in this case is an approximately measured response to identified 
air quality concerns, and one that can allow for monitoring and adaptation over time to adjust 
Program parameters as warranted.45 Such a Program would appropriately limit beach fires (i.e., 
26 allowed as opposed to the unlimited number of fires that are currently allowed), and can strike 
an appropriate balance to the issues presented.  

As conditioned, the Commission finds that the development conforms to the requirements of 
Carmel LCP Sections O4-6, G5-1 and P5-6, as well as 30253 and 30414 of the Coastal Act 
regarding development in hazardous locations. 

                                                 
45  Including allowing for propane options to be considered should the LCP be modified to allow for same.  
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5. Water Quality 
Applicable Policies 
The LCP contains policies intended to protect the water quality and biological productivity of 
Carmel Bay:  
 

LUP Policy P5-184. Maintain, enhance and where feasible, restore marine resources. 
Special protection shall be given to areas and species of special biological or economic 
significance. Uses of the marine environment shall be carried out in a manner that will 
sustain the biological productivity of coastal waters and that will maintain healthy 
populations of all species of marine organisms adequate for long-term commercial, 
recreational, scientific, and educational purposes.  
 
LUP Policy P5-185. Maintain and restore, where feasible, the biological productivity and 
the quality of coastal waters, streams, wetlands, estuaries, and lakes appropriate to maintain 
optimum populations of marine organisms and for the protection of human health, though, 
among other means, minimizing adverse effects of waste water discharges and entrainment; 
controlling runoff; … 
 
LUP Policy O5-43. Protect and enhance the water quality and biological productivity of 
local creeks, wetlands, and Carmel Bay through the prevention of point and non-point source 
water pollution.  
 

The above LCP policies require protection of the quality of coastal waters and marine resources 
in order to preserve the biological productivity of said waters. This can be achieved in a variety 
of ways including through controlling of runoff and the prevention of point and non-point source 
pollution. Areas of Special Biological Significance (ASBS) are afforded special protection. 
Carmel Bay is an ASBS (as identified by the State Water Resources Control Board) because it 
supports an unusual variety of aquatic life, hosts unique individual species, and helps to provide 
the basic building blocks for a sustainable, resilient coastal environment and economy. 

The City’s proposal for use of propane devices for beach fires would eliminate most of the 
constituents normally associated with wood beach fires (e.g., ash, embers, other debris, etc.). But, 
as discussed in the findings above, propane fires do not provide the same warmth, light, 
recreational experience, and ambiance of a wood fire. Also, the City is proposing that the 
propane fuel canisters and associated hoses would remain on the beach, in the sand whenever the 
fire rings are present on the beach, which could result in the leakage of propane fuel directly into 
the sand, which could ultimately be swept into the waters of Carmel Bay and the ASBS during 
periods of storm surge. It is likely due to this concern to maintain water quality, as well as the 
safety concerns discussed in the “Hazards” section above, that the LCP prohibits the use of 
propane along with all other flammable liquids, other than lighter fluid for cooking purposes, on 
the beach.  

However, wood fires also have a host of potential water quality and other impacts associated 
with them. Wood fires that take place directly in the sand leave behind ash and debris that may 
ultimately end up in Carmel Bay and the ASBS. Uncontained wood fires can further degrade the 
color of the white sand and can also pose a significant public safety issues if people step on 
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smoldering embers. For these reasons, unmanaged beach fires on the sand at Carmel Beach are 
no longer tenable. As such, and as discussed further in the “Public Access and Recreation” 
section above, this approval is conditioned to require implementation of the Beach Fire 
Management Pilot Program as shown in Exhibit 6 and as modified by Special Condition 1, which 
will provide for wood fires in a minimum of 26 fire rings. 

The use of fire rings for wood fires will provide containment of ash and debris and addresses the 
issues of discoloration of the white sand. However, fire rings do generate debris that, if not 
properly disposed of, could adversely impact water quality, specifically if inundated by tidal 
action, but also if debris is blown out of the rings by high winds. To ensure that ash and other 
debris left in fire rings are adequately disposed of, Special Condition 1(e) requires the 
preparation of a maintenance plan that requires the City to undertake regular scheduled 
maintenance, a minimum of three days per week during the peak season (March 15 through 
October 15), with removal of ash and debris from the fire rings as necessary to prevent these 
materials from ending up on the sandy beach. This condition also requires associated 
maintenance as necessary the rest of the year whenever the rings are present. Provisions for ash 
and debris disposal away from the beach are further required by this condition.  

As part of its propane-only fire ring proposal, the City proposes to temporarily remove fire rings 
during extreme tidal events and winter beach scour to prevent inundation of the rings and 
contamination of coastal waters, but did not describe where the rings would be relocated to. The 
temporary storage or placement of the fire rings in a location where storm water discharges and 
entrainment could be carried into coastal waters would result in an adverse effect on the marine 
environment. To reduce the potential for storm water related impacts on water quality, the 
Commission imposes Special Condition 1(e) requiring the appropriate handling and storage of 
wood beach fire rings and associated debris during such events to minimize the potential for 
pollutants to enter coastal waters. This condition also requires the wood fire rings to be placed 
back on the beach in a timely manner when the extreme tidal events and/or winter beach scour 
have passed. As conditioned, the Commission finds that the Beach Fire Management Pilot 
Program conforms with LUP Policies P5-184, P5-185, and O5-43 regarding the protection of 
water quality to promote the biological productivity of coastal waters and to protect human 
health. 

6. Violation 
The City’s certified LCP contains specific protections for the provision of recreational beach 
fires on Carmel Beach. Both the Coastal Act and LCP also emphasize the protection of existing, 
and provision of new, lower-cost recreational facilities. Beach fires are part of a rich, nearly 100-
year tradition at Carmel Beach and have been available to the public at no cost with minimal 
restrictions (i.e., allowed anywhere south of Tenth Avenue and 25 feet from the bluff) for many, 
many years.  

As discussed above, in the “Substantial Issue” and “De Novo” Hazards section of this staff 
report, the City has issued and enforced an Urgency Ordinance placing a moratorium on beach 
fires during weekends and holidays. The City concluded that smoke and particulates from beach 
fires were threatening the health and safety of residents and beach goers, and thus required 
immediate emergency action. The initial 45-day moratorium went into effect on August 6, 2015, 
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and was authorized via the issuance of an emergency coastal development permit (ECDP). The 
ECDP was also limited to 45-days. As expressed by the City, the purpose of the moratorium was 
“to protect public safety, health, and welfare by prohibiting uses that may conflict with the 
shoreline management plan and the City’s Municipal Code until a beach fire management 
program can be implemented by the City.” Prior to expiration of the initial action, on September 
1, 2015, the moratorium was extended for an addition 10 months and 15 days (without a CDP), 
for a total period of up to one year.  

In response to the actions taken by the City, Commission Enforcement Staff sent a letter to the 
City indicating that its actions were in violation of Coastal Act and LCP permitting requirements. 
In its October 2, 2015 letter, Commission staff noted that state law requires that an urgency 
ordinance enacted under State Section 65858 authorizing an immediate change to the intensity of 
use of water, or access thereto, constitutes “development” for which a coastal development 
permit is required. The enforcement letter also indicated that issuance of the urgency ordinance 
resulted in a change in use that was otherwise not allowed under the LCP; therefore requiring an 
amendment to the certified LCP. Thus, the City took actions that require a CDP and require the 
submission of the urgency ordinance as an LCP amendment for Commission certification and 
that this was needed before the any actions pertaining to such urgency ordinance could be 
initiated.  

The City authorized an emergency CDP for the 45-day moratorium but did not issue a follow up 
regular CDP to authorize the action beyond the initial 45-day period. As of the date of this 
report, the initial 45-day authorization period has passed and while the City has extended the 
moratorium, the ECDP does not authorize an extension. Section 17.52.18 of the certified LCP 
also requires an application for a “Normal Permit” within 30-days of issuance of an emergency 
permit and further requires that the emergency response be an interim measure that is otherwise 
consistent with the requirements of the certified LCP. To date, the City has not applied for a 
follow up “Normal Permit” and it is clear from the findings above that there were readily 
available alternatives to the moratorium that would address the concerns raised consistent with 
the LCP. In short, the City has installed signs and has enforced a moratorium on beach fires on 
Carmel Beach without the required CDP, constituting a violation of the permitting requirements 
of the Coastal Act and the LCP. 

LUP Policy O4-1 and Policy 5.3 of the Shoreline Management Plan provide that beach users are 
allowed “the opportunity to enjoy a fire for warmth or cooking … until 10 p.m. south of Tenth 
Avenue but at least twenty-five feet from the base of the bluffs.” Currently the LCP does not 
have any weekend or holiday restrictions on the use of the beach for beach fires. Thus the 
urgency ordinance prohibits a use that is currently allowed and protected by the LCP. And as 
such, the urgency ordinance is not effective or enforceable until the City submits for certification 
an amendment to its LCP and the Commission certifies the submittal as adequate to carry out the 
intent of the Coastal Act. Even if the City issues itself a CDP for the moratorium, it would be 
issuing a permit that is not consistent with the certified LCP, which allows beachgoers to have a 
wood fire on the beach between 7 a.m. and 10 p.m. south of Tenth Avenue without any weekend 
of holiday restrictions. Thus, the City does not have the legal authority to issue a valid CDP 
consistent with the LCP unless and until the Commission certifies an LCP amendment that 
provides for same.  



A-3-CML-15-0033 (Carmel Beach Fire Management Pilot Program) 

48 

The City has improperly used the emergency ordinance and emergency permit process to 
implement emergency measures beyond any period which could be reasonably be construed to 
authorize such actions and inconsistent with required procedures. The Coastal Act does not 
authorize local governments to adopt and enforce regulations that impose restrictions or 
limitations on the intensity of use of water or access thereto that are in conflict with the Coastal 
Act. The City’s actions circumvent the planning and permitting processes by adopting an 
urgency ordinance and issuing an emergency permit that limit public participation and result in 
the loss of lower cost public recreational opportunities along Carmel Beach. Such actions are in 
conflict with access and recreation policies of the Coastal Act and the City’s certified LCP and 
are, thus, a violation of the Coastal Act and the City’s certified LCP. 

The above described violations are not addressed in, and will not be resolved by, the 
Commission’s action on this item. The information is simply provided to put into context the 
City’s various actions that are outside the scope of and inconsistent with this CDP on appeal, as 
well as staff’s position with respect to these actions. Approval of this permit pursuant to the staff 
recommendation and full compliance by the City with the conditions herein will restore beach 
access and recreational opportunities as required by the City’s LCP and the Coastal Act. 
Although development has taken place prior to the Commission’s consideration of this appeal 
and de novo review, consideration by the Commission has been based solely upon the City’s 
LCP. Commission review and action on this permit does not constitute a waiver of any legal 
action with regard to the alleged violations, nor does it constitute an implied statement of the 
Commission’s position regarding the legality of development undertaken on the subject site 
without a coastal permit. 

7. California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) 
Section 13096 of the California Code of Regulations requires that a specific finding be made in 
conjunction with coastal development permit applications showing the application to be 
consistent with any applicable requirements of 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.  

The City of Carmel-by-the-Sea, acting as lead agency, conducted an environmental review for 
the proposed project as required by CEQA and determined that the proposed project was 
categorically exempt pursuant to Section 15311 of the State CEQA guidelines. 

The Coastal Commission’s review and analysis of land use proposals has been certified by the 
Secretary of Resources as being the functional equivalent of environmental review under CEQA. 
The Commission has reviewed the relevant coastal resource issues associated with the proposed 
project, and has identified appropriate and necessary modifications to address adverse impacts to 
such coastal resources. All public comments received to date have been addressed in the findings 
above. All above findings are incorporated herein in their entirety by reference.  

The Commission finds that only as modified and conditioned by this permit will the proposed 
project avoid significant adverse effects on the environment within the meaning of CEQA. As 
such, there are no additional feasible alternatives or feasible mitigation measures available which 
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would substantially lessen any significant adverse environmental effects that approval of the 
proposed project, as modified, would have on the environment within the meaning of CEQA. If 
so modified, the proposed project will not result in any significant environmental effects for 
which feasible mitigation measures have not been employed consistent with CEQA Section 
21080.5(d)(2)(A). 
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APPENDIX A: SUBSTANTIVE FILE DOCUMENTS 

1. Wildfire Smoke: A Guide to Public Health Officials, 
http://www.arb.ca.gov/carpa/toolkit/data-to-mes/wildfire-smoke-guide.pdf 

2. City of Carmel-by-the-Sea PM2.5 Raw Data (May 21, 2015 – October 8, 2015). 
 

http://www.arb.ca.gov/carpa/toolkit/data-to-mes/wildfire-smoke-guide.pdf
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Source: California Coastal Records Project, Slide 1196
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Executive Summary 
 

The City of Carmel‐by‐the‐Sea seeks to continue the recreational opportunity of beach fires while exploring options to minimize the impacts 
of wood‐fueled beach fires on the community and the sensitive environmental resources of the beach.  As such, a pilot program has been 
designed that consists of the placement of six (6) propane‐fueled fire devices along the Carmel Beach in designated areas where beach fires 
are currently allowed.   The City‐sponsored devices would be  located at designated  locations near beach access staircases between Tenth 
Avenue and Santa Lucia.   These devices will be City sponsored and maintained.       There would be no cost  to  the public  to use  the City‐
sponsored fire devices; the devices will be available on a “first come, first serve” basis.   The City would ensure that these fire devices are 
regularly maintained, and would monitor the propane tanks to promptly replace those that are empty or nearly empty.  In addition to the 
City‐sponsored devices, the City would allow and encourage user‐supplied propane fire devices.  The City does not envision a restriction on 
the number of user‐supplied devices, but in the event of public safety needs or other unforeseen issues, may need to establish reasonable 
limitations in latter phases of the program.  The pilot program also includes enhanced educational and enforcement efforts, including the 
use of private security, City police officers and volunteers to educate the public about the pilot program and its associated rules. The pilot 
program duration would be up to three years and would include active management to refine the program in response to lessons learned.  
No wood‐ or charcoal‐burning fires would be allowed under the pilot program. 
 
Objectives 
 

 The principles of the beach fire management pilot program are twofold: (1) to manage the number of beach fires and 
(2) to refine the beach fires rules.  The objectives of the program are: (1) to preserve the quality of Carmel Beach’s 
white sand, (2) to enhance recreational use and public safety of Carmel Beach, and 3) to protect the resource values of 
the beach environs including ambient air and water quality. 

The City’s Land Use Plan provides broad guidance regarding beach use, protection, and management:  

 “Provide for a wide variety of passive and active recreational experiences for all beach users while protecting 
the resource values of beach environs (Goal 4‐4)” 

“Manage the City's beach, park and open space resources in a manner to encourage use and enjoyment by 
residents and visitors (Objective 4‐9)” 
 
“Allow beach users the opportunity to enjoy a fire for warmth or cooking, while protecting the sand from 
degradation (Objective 4‐10)” 
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“Lower cost visitor and recreational facilities shall be protected and encouraged and where feasible, provided. 
Developments providing public recreational opportunities are preferred (Policy P4‐62).” 

“Provide adequate facilities that will serve the needs of the public, mitigate damage to the environment and 
respect the neighborhood (Goal 4‐3)” 

 

Managing the number of beach fires together with restricting beach fires to propane‐fueled devices minimizes the 
degradation of the sand while also increasing public safety and enhancing ambient air and water quality in accordance 
with the Coastal Access and Recreation Element of the City’s Local Coastal Plan (LCP). The pilot program attempts to 
balance these objectives and develop options in accordance with the goals and objectives contained within the LCP. 

 
 

  

 

 

Keys to Success: Measurement, Reporting and Evaluation 
 

 

 Program Elements: 

Objective O‐1 Preserve Sand Quality  

Measurement: Eliminate charcoal and burned logs from the sand.  Require beach fires to be propane‐
fueled, in City‐sponsored devices available to the public and through use of user‐supplied devices. By 
eliminating wood and charcoal residue from the sand, the quality of Carmel’s white sand beach will be 
preserved / enhanced. Prior to implementation of the pilot program and through‐out its 
implementation, the condition of the beach would be documented through photographs and/or video 
footage to demonstrate the effectiveness of the program in improving the aesthetics of the beach and 
shoreline areas.  The City recently obtained an aerial video of the beach that documents the pre‐
program amount of charcoal located throughout the beach.  The City would arrange for subsequent 
aerial video footage following the first year of the program, and potentially following the second year, if 
the first post‐program footage is inconclusive, to document the program’s effect on cleanliness of the 
beach.  Photos would also be taken from the bluff top at the set (fixed) locations at quarterly intervals 
to assess beach cleanliness and appearance.    

Pictured below is a close up of 

sand grains on Carmel Beach 
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Objective O‐2 Enhance Public Use and Safety of Carmel Beach 

Measurement: Install 6 City‐Sponsored Fire Devices. The City would install six City‐sponsored and ‐
maintained decorative fire devices at various locations adjacent to public beach access points south of 
10th Avenue. The fire devices would be available on a first come, first served basis from one hour before 
sunset to 10 pm, daily. These devices would be anchored into the sand once set for the season, and 
remain in place for the summer and fall seasons as discussed below in Hazard Avoidance. They would 
be removed for a portion of the winter storm season and may also be removed at other times of the 
year in response to a tsunami warning, or during other periods of unusually high tides, off‐season 
storms, and low beach profile conditions. The City‐sponsored devices would be returned to the beach 
once storms and high tides subside. The specific location of the majority of the devices would be 
adjusted throughout the pilot program in order to select locations that are least prone to seasonal 
beach scour, and as such, can remain in place as long as possible into the winter storm season and as 
early as possible following the winter season. Additional user‐supplied portable devices will be available 
during periods when fire rings are absent. The City anticipates that local and area‐wide stores may also 
to rent out user‐supplied devices, and the City would provide information on where such units may be 
acquired on beach area signage and on the City’s website as well as a part of the beach fire 
management educational program.  While not a part of the initial phase of the pilot program, the City 
may also sponsor or contract with a vendor to provide devices for rent at a location within the City, if 
this is determined to be a necessary component for increasing access to portable user‐operated units.  
This program component would need to be further refined and may involve a modification to 
restrictions in the City’s Municipal Code regarding commercial activities in the shoreline area.   

Objective O‐3 Protect Resource Values: Air and Water 

Measurement: Reduce the amount of wood smoke and charcoal debris generated by beach fires. The 
program would be restricted to propane‐fueled devices.  No wood‐ or charcoal‐fueled fires would be 
allowed. This would eliminate wood smoke and its associated public health hazards. It would also 
eliminate the accumulation of charcoal on the beach and into the marine environment.  Approximately 
six City‐sponsored propane‐fuel devices would be provided for public use, and beach goers would also 
be able you use user‐supplied propane‐fuel devices.  New signage would be designed and installed to 
inform beach users of the pilot program’s beach fire rules.  Signage would also include information on 
the locations of and hours of operation for City‐sponsored devices, the types of user‐supplied devices 
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that are permissible, and options for obtaining user‐supplied devices.. Staff from the Monterey Bay 
Unified Air Pollution Control District (MBUAPCD) established an air quality monitoring station on 
private property along Scenic Drive in May 2015, and has been collecting hourly data on air emissions. 
The City will continue to work with MBUAPCD staff to monitoring air quality and the effect of the 
program on air quality for beach goers, Scenic Road pathway users, and nearby residents.  As described 
above in Objective O‐1, both photographic and video footage would continue to be collected and 
evaluated to demonstrate the reduction of charcoal litter on the beach. .   

 
Reporting:  

During the pilot program, City staff will provide monthly updates to the City’s Forest and Beach 
Commission at scheduled public meetings on the status of the pilot program and receive public 
comment on the components of the program.  Two to three months before the end of each year of the 
pilot program, a report will be presented before to the City’s Forest and Beach Commission, City 
Planning Commission, and City Council, to assist in determining if the pilot program should continue.  
The report will be shared in draft form with Coastal Commission staff for input prior to City Council 
discussion of the program, and each year, a final year‐end report will be provided to Coastal 
Commission staff for documentation. 
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Fire Devices 
 

 

Dimensions and Style 
 

 

The initial City‐sponsored devices to be tested and used would be made from steel with approximate 
dimensions between 16‐24 inches high and 30‐48 inches wide.  

These devices weigh between 100‐200 pounds and will be partially buried and secured in place. The 
propane tank for the initial devices would be secured via a chain and located a safe distance from the 
fire device.  These devices are designed to remain fixed and not be moved to other locations by the 
public or special event organizers. For the first year of the program, the City will purchase two or 
more different units to gauge appearance, reliability, and ease of operation.  During the first year of 
the program, the City will convene a review Committee to develop a preferred or custom design for 
these City‐sponsored devices. 

In addition, beach goers would be allowed to bring and user smaller, user‐supplied propane‐fueled 
devices.  City staff would identify and test several off‐the‐shelf models that could be used, and the 
City would disseminate information on its website regarding a list of City‐recommended off‐the‐shelf 
options, their cost, where they can be obtained.  The recommended list would be determined based 
on user feedback and City staff observations.  
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Pictured below are two examples of potential initial options for the City‐sponsored fire devices.  

 

Pictured below are two examples of potential user‐supplied fire device options.  
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Usage 
 

 

The fire devices would be designed for propane fires only.  No wood, driftwood, pallets or other materials (such as Christmas trees, 
furniture, and trash) would be allowed in the devices. 

No trash, glass or other materials may be left in the device. Trash and recycling containers are conveniently located at each beach 
staircase access point (above the stair entrance on the Scenic Pathway/ Scenic Road). 

 

 

Hours of Use 
 

 

Beach fires in the City‐sponsored devices would be allowed from one hour before sunset to 10 p.m. seven days a week throughout the 
year consistent with all other provisions of the Beach Fire Management Pilot Program.   
Beach fires in user‐supplied propane devices would be allowed from 7 a.m. to 10 p.m., seven days a week, and year‐round. These user‐
supplied (i.e. “pack in and pack out”) propane devices would be allowed south of Tenth Avenue and 25 feet from the base of the bluffs. 

 

Availability 
 

 

The initial plan for the City‐sponsored fire devices would be that they are available on a “first come, first served” basis and could not be 
reserved or held in advance for use except in limited circumstances associated with a properly‐issued special event permit.  One fire 
device may be reserved in association with the issuance of a special event permit from the City and in accordance with the City’s special 
event policies.  The City would limit this special event permit‐related reservation to one of the devices on any given day. The City would 
also limit these reservations to no more than two such reservations in any given week and no more than four such reservations in any 
given month.  The remaining City‐sponsored fire devices would be available for the general public.  Should there be operational issues 
with the special event‐related reservations, the City would adjust that component or eliminate it.  Should there be operational issues with 
the first come, first served approach, the City would development a reservation system for some or all of the City‐sponsored devices and 
would consult with Coastal Commission staff on the specifics of any such program. 

 

Exceptions 

 

During the holiday weekends of July 4th and Labor Day, to meet peak beach fire demand, the City may set up a program to distribute up 
to 25 additional portable devices for public use. These could be made available at a temporary station such as a trailer or similar mobile 
facility located at a suitable location. Potential locations include in the Del Mar Parking Lot, at the intersection of 8th Avenue and Scenic 
Road, or a similar location. This component would only be developed and implemented if other means of sales or rentals of user‐supplied 
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units are determined to be inadequate by the City in consultation with Coastal Commission staff. This component may constitute 
commercial activity in the shoreline area, which is currently prohibited under the City’s Municipal Code. As such, the implementation of 
such a rental component, if made permanent, may require a Zoning Ordinance Amendment and Local Coastal Program Amendment.  

Propane Tank Monitoring for City‐Sponsored Devices 
 

 

For the City‐sponsored propane fire devices, City staff or a City contractor would be responsible for monitoring propane fuel levels and 
replacing empty tanks with full tanks as needed. It is anticipated that the City will adjust the frequency of monitoring and full tank 
replacements to avoid having any of the City‐sponsored devices run out of fuel during an evening’s use. This may require monitoring and 
replacement approximately twice weekly (for example, on Fridays and Mondays), but would be adjusted as appropriate.  If tanks running 
out of fuel during use become a frequent issue, the City may provide a number to call for servicing of the unit and have a staff person or 
contractor responsible for responding to calls for assistance. 

Cleaning 
 

 

Over the last several months, the City has collected air quality data and photographic and video footage of beach conditions (air and sand 
quality). The August 2015 implementation of the City’s Interim Moratorium on weekend wood‐fueled beach fires has reduced air 
pollutant levels and has resulted in a lower rate of accumulation of charcoal on the beach.  However, there still are areas of charcoal that 
could be further cleaned using sifting devices and small equipment (above the kelp line and in the corridor where the devices will be 
located).  The City may undertake these additional cleaning measures in advance of installing the City‐sponsored propane fire devices.  As 
propane‐fueled fires do not generate charcoal or substantial amounts of soot, regular cleaning of the City‐sponsored devices is 
anticipated to be limited to ensuring that the devices remain in good working order.   

 

Hazard Avoidance 
 

 

The program includes hazard avoidance guidelines and trigger points for the timely removal of City‐sponsored fire devices prior to the 
devices being threatened by high tides, large storms, and wave action. The intent of this program component is to make fire devices 
available as long as possible throughout the year while being cognizant of shoreline hazards and protective of sensitive environmental 
resources (i.e., air and water quality).  
 

Beach width and the upper reach of the wash of the waves vary throughout the year and from season to season. In general, the beach is 
widest in the summer months and narrows considerably in the winter storm season, when storm‐induced waves erode the berm and 
lower the beach profile. The extent and timing of winter beach scour varies from season to season. In some winters, the beach is nearly 
completely scoured out, such that the wash of the waves is all the way up to the base of the bluff. In milder winters, there are areas of 
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the beach that are never scoured out, particularly in the more landward and protected areas of the beach, such as near Tenth Avenue.   
In the typical winter, however, most if not all, of the fire devices would be threatened by scour.  
 

Initially, all 6 City‐sponsored beach fire devices would be in place on a seasonal basis for use during peak beach use periods: from March 1 
to November 1. This is typically when the threat from shoreline hazards is lowest. The beach fire devices may be retained for some period 
beyond the March 1 to November 1 period, provided that favorable weather conditions and a low threat of storm‐driven wave 
inundation continue. Outside the peak periods (i.e., November 1 through March 1), the City‐sponsored fire devices will be removed from 
the beach to avoid potential hazards and inundation. At the beginning of the winter storm season (on or about November 1), City staff 
will monitor the condition of the beach at least weekly, including measuring the width of the beach berm in the vicinity of the fire 
devices. Beach fire devices would be removed or relocated prior to being threatened by wave‐induced beach scour and/or inundation.    
 

The initial threshold for removal of a device would be if the upper wash of the waves is within 10 feet of the device. If this distance, in 
practice, does not provide sufficient time for City staff to remove the device, a larger distance may be established. Management of the 
City‐sponsored fire devices may be modified in response to extreme ocean conditions. If, there is an unusually early or heavy winter 
storm season, such that wave‐induced scour threatens to undermine the fire devices, City staff would remove any threatened devices 
earlier in the year. Similarly, if a heavy winter storm season delays the post‐winter recovery of the beach, the City may delay the 
springtime installation of some of the devices.   
 
In addition, if there is an extraordinary storm or high‐wave event forecasted outside of the target use period, the devices would be 
removed and returned as soon as it is practical. Both the threshold for removal and replacement timing would be components that the 
pilot program will further develop. 
 

 

Locations 
 

 

The initial locations for the City‐sponsored devices would be at the following locations: near the stairways at 10th, 11th, 12th, 13th and 
Santa Lucia (six total).All locations would be at least 25 feet from the base of the bluff, in accordance with existing beach fire siting 
requirements. Utilizing adaptive management, the location of the devices may be adjusted as needed due to topography of the beach, 
wave and tidal activity, or to better meet the needs of beach users. At no time during the program would devices be installed north of the 
10th Avenue staircase.  A map of access points and approximate locations for the City‐sponsored devices are contained in Figure 1.  User‐
supplied propane fire devices would be allowed south of 10th Avenue and at least 25 feet from the base of the bluff, in compliance with 
existing siting requirements.  
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Public Education and Enforcement 

 

Public education and outreach would be a key component of the pilot program.  The City would develop and distribute public education 
materials to try to reach the public regarding the pilot program and the new beach fire rules before they arrive at Carmel Beach.  In 
addition, the City would use a combination of private security staff and a dedicated police officer to educate the public about the rules, 
gather data and assist in monitoring the effectiveness of the pilot program.  The use of docents and other volunteers to help explain the 
rules to the public may also be added as part of the communication strategy. 
 

Online Information: Both the City’s website and other associated websites, such as the Carmel Chamber of Commerce and the Monterey 
Visitors and Convention Bureau, would be updated to reflect the use of the propane fire devices and other beach rules.  The City would 
also reach out to other website providers that are geared toward activities at California beaches and travel‐related sites to explain the 
new rules and request assistance in providing updated information to the public. 
 

Other Sources of Information: Press releases to local newspapers and television stations would also occur regarding the beach rules and 
the use of both City‐sponsored and user‐supplied propane fire devices, as well as outreach to schools, colleges and community groups. 
The hotel industry would be contacted and given informational cards that could be provided to guests about the beach fire rules.  Local 
grocery stores would be provided information to distribute to customers, including information regarding where user‐supplier propane 
devices could be purchased or rented, and where propane tanks can be refilled. 
 
Signage: Signage would be installed that provides information regarding propane‐only fires and the locations where propane fires are 
allowed.  Signage would also provide information on the location of and rules for City‐sponsored propane devices.  Symbols may be 
installed at the Del Mar parking lot and at the beginning of the Scenic Road pathway (Scenic and 8th Avenue) indicating that fires are 
prohibited on the north end of the beach. Informational signage regarding the purpose of the pilot program and the rules and restrictions 
would be installed at key locations starting at 10th Avenue, because beach fires are allowed only south of 10th Avenue.  The 10th Avenue 
staircase in particular would have a marker to delineate and differentiate where fires are allowed and not allowed.  Signage indicating the 
use of fire devices, with a simple message such as “propane fires only” would be placed near the staircases and other beach access 
points. Such signage would be installed in locations that minimize obstructions of coastal views, e.g. on railings, near the side of the 
staircases or, on landings half‐way down the beach staircases.  Signage materials for the pilot program may be metal; however, 
permanent (post‐pilot program) signage would be simple, rustic, and made of wood, in keeping with Carmel’s existing aesthetic. Universal 
symbols would be used where appropriate. Specific sign designs for the pilot program would be developed within approximately the first 
two or three months of the program’s approval and presented to the Planning Commission for review and approval of sign design. 
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Messaging: The City’s public education materials and signage program would explain the purpose of the pilot program, which is to 
encourage responsible and safe beach use while protecting the character of Carmel Beach and the resource values of the beach environs 
(i.e., ambient air and water quality).  
 

Personal outreach/contact: The City intends to use a combination of private security staff, police staff and volunteers to explain the rules 
to the public.  This would help ensure coverage during the entire week, including peak weekends in particular.  The private security 
officers would be trained by the Carmel Police Department regarding the beach fire rules, and would serve as a friendly and helpful 
educational resource to explain the rules to the public.  In the event that additional support is needed, the security officers are able to 
contact the Carmel Police Department and have an officer dispatched to the beach as needed.  In addition, the City anticipates that a 
police officer dedicated to patrolling the beach will be available for the peak summer season and be on hand to address issues regarding 
violations of beach fire rules.  The City also plans to utilize local volunteers, some stationed at the beach staircases, and others walking 
the beach, to explain the rules, help notify the public about the availability of City‐sponsored and user‐supplied fire devices, track data 
regarding where beach users are from (in order to help target additional public education and outreach) and document compliance with 
the beach fire rules.  These volunteers may also provide other observations about the pilot program in general.  The volunteers would be 
able to provide informational cards that explain the rules to members of the public.  The cards would have a comment suggestion and link 
to a comment form on the City’s website and an email address so the public can provide feedback on the pilot program. 
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Figure 1: Map of Carmel Beach Access Points and Potential Initial City‐Sponsored Fire Device Locations 
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Executive Summary 
 

The City of Carmel-by-the-Sea seeks to continue the recreational opportunity of beach fires while 
exploring options to minimize the impacts of beach fires on the community and the sensitive 
environmental resources of the beach.  As such, a one-year pilot program has been designed that 
consists of the placement of twenty-six (26) fire containment devices along the Carmel Beach in 
designated areas where beach fires are currently allowed. These devices will be used for wood- 
or charcoal-burning fires in an effort to prevent charcoal from directly contacting the sand as well 
as to manage the number of wood-burning fires occurring on Carmel Beach.  The devices will be 
located in areas near the beach access staircases from Tenth Avenue to Santa Lucia.  There will 
be no cost to the public to use the fire containment devices; the devices will be available on a 
“first come, first serve” basis.  The City will ensure the fire devices are regularly monitored and 
cleaned frequently.  The pilot also includes enhanced educational and enforcement efforts, 
including the use of private security, City police officers and volunteers to educate the public 
about the pilot program and its associated rules. 
 
Objectives 
 

 
The principles of the beach fire management pilot program are twofold: (1) limit the 
number of fires and (2) not allow fires to be built directly on the sand.  The objectives 
are to: (1) eliminate direct contact of charcoal and burning logs with the sand and (2) 
to reduce the amount of smoke from wood-burning fires. 

The containment of a wood- or charcoal-burning fire within a device minimizes the 
degradation of the sand in accordance with the Coastal Access and Recreation 
Element of the City’s Local Coastal Plan (LCP): 

 “Allow beach users the opportunity to enjoy a fire for warmth or cooking, 
while protecting the sand from degradation (Objective 4-10)” 

Recreational fires constitute a low- to no-cost recreational experience for many 
beachgoers.   However, the local community has raised concerns regarding air quality 
and the curtailed enjoyment of other recreational activities at or near the beach due 
to excessive smoke from unmanaged beach fires.  

The pilot program attempts to balance these objectives and develop options in 
accordance with the goals and objectives contained within the LCP: 

“Manage the City's beach, park and open space resources in a manner to 
encourage use and enjoyment by residents and visitors (Objective 4-9)” 
 

“Provide adequate facilities that will serve the needs of the public, mitigate 
damage to the environment and respect the neighborhood (Goal 4-3)” 
 

 “Provide for a wide variety of passive and active recreational experiences 
for all beach users while protecting the resource values of beach environs 
(Goal 4-4)” 
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Keys to Success: Measurement, Reporting and Evaluation 
 

 

 Measurement: 

Objective- Eliminate charcoal and burned logs from direct contact 
with the sand:  As part of routine cleaning of the fire containment 
devices, the City will measure the amount of charcoal contained within 
the devices during cleaning as well as note type of materials found 
within the device.  Pictures will also be regularly taken to demonstrate 
the amount of charcoal and other debris within the devices and in the 
immediate vicinity of the device (i.e. if the sand around the device is 
also free of charcoal).  The City recently obtained an aerial video of the 
beach that documents the pre-program amount of charcoal located 
throughout the beach.  The City will obtain another aerial video filmed 
toward the conclusion of the pilot program to document the 
program’s effect on cleanliness of the beach.  Photos taken from the 
bluff top at the same set locations at regular intervals will also occur to 
assess cleanliness and appearance.    

Objective- Reduce the amount of wood smoke to community and 
beach users affected by the fires: 

The City will establish monitoring site(s) to determine baseline 
concentrations and smoke impacts associated with wood-burning 
beach fires.   At a minimum, sampling will occur during peak times of 
the year, such as holiday weekends.   

 
Reporting:  

During the pilot program, City staff will provide monthly updates to 
the City’s Forest and Beach Commission at scheduled public meetings 
on the status of the pilot program and receive public comment on the 
components of the program.  Three months before the end of the pilot 
program, a report will be presented before to the City’s Forest and 
Beach Commission, City Planning Commission, and City Council as well 
as Coastal Commission staff for review and to assist in determining if 
the pilot program should continue. 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Pictured below is a 

close up of sand grains 

on Carmel Beach 
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Fire Devices 
 

 

Dimensions 
 

 

The initial devices to be tested and used will be made from steel with 
approximate dimensions between 22-24 inches high and 30-40 inches 
wide.  

These devices weigh between 100-200 pounds and will be partially 
buried and secured in place.  These devices are designed to remain 
fixed and not be moved to other locations by the public or special 
event organizers.   

 

 

 

Usage 
 

 

The fire devices are intended for wood or charcoal fires only.  Only dry, clean and untreated 
firewood may be burned. No driftwood, treated wood, pallets or other materials (such as 
Christmas trees, furniture, and trash) will be allowed in the device. 

No trash, glass or other materials will be allowed to be left in the device. Trash and recycle 
containers are conveniently located at each beach staircase access point (above the stair 
entrance on the Scenic Pathway/ Scenic Road. 

 Charcoal may also be used within the device, and “lump” charcoal is preferred.  No 
flammable liquids, such as fire starter, will be allowed to be used in the devices. 

 

Hours of Use 
 

 The fire devices will be available from 7 a.m. to 10 p.m. seven days a week.  
 

Availability 
 

 

The fire devices will be available on a “first come first serve” basis and cannot be reserved or 
held in advance for use except in limited circumstances associated with a properly-issued 
special event permit.  One fire device will be available for use with the issuance of a special 
event permit from the City and in accordance with the City’s special event policies.   As the 
City generally limits special event permits to no more than one per day, this means that the 
majority of the 26 fire devices will be available for the general public.  

 

Exceptions 

 

During the holiday weekends of July 4th and Labor Day, to meet peak beach fire demand, up to 
25 portable devices will be available for public use. This is in addition to the 26 semi-
permanent fire devices.  User-supplied (i.e. “pack in and pack out”) propane portable devices 
are also encouraged and allowed year-round south of Tenth Avenue and 25 feet from the 
base of the bluffs. 

Pictured above is an 

example of one of the 

fire device options 

showing style, materials 

and dimensions
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Cleaning 
 

 

Prior to the pilot start date, and in tandem with sand redistribution efforts if possible, the 
beach will be cleaned using sifting devices and small equipment (above the kelp line and in 
the corridor where the devices will be located).  Once the devices are installed, the devices 
will be hand cleaned using an all-terrain vehicle, shovels and other small hand and power 
tools.  The use of a vacuum equipment may be necessary during peak usage periods. The 
devices will be cleaned up to five days/week, as needed, including Monday, Wednesday, 
Friday, Saturday and Sunday. In addition, starting July 1, a Carmel Village/Beach 
Superintendent employed by the waste hauler will be located at the beach five days a week. 

 

Seasonal Use 
 

 

The program includes seasonal use stipulations and trigger points for the timely removal of 
fire devices prior to the devices being threatened by wave action. The intent of this program 
component is to make fire devices seasonally available as long as possible, while still being 
protective of sensitive environmental resources and avoiding public safety hazards.  
 

Beach width and the upper reach of the wash of the waves vary throughout the year and from 
season to season. In general, the beach is widest in the summer months and narrows 
considerably in the winter storm season, when storm-induced waves erode the berm and 
lower the beach profile. The extent and timing of winter beach scour varies from season to 
season. In some winters, the beach is nearly completely scoured out, such that the wash of 
the waves is all the way up to the base of the bluff. In milder winters, there are areas of the 
beach that are never scoured out, particularly in the more landward and protected areas of 
the beach, such as the Tenth Avenue.   In the typical winter, however, most if not all, of the 
fire devices would be threatened by scour.  
 

Initially, the target period for use of all 26 devices will be from April 1 to November 1. A 
smaller set of beach fire devices, likely the 4-8 devices closest to the bluff at Tenth Avenue 
may have a longer initial seasonal use: from March 1 to January 1. At the beginning of the 
winter storm season (on or about November 1), City staff will monitor the condition of the 
beach at least weekly, and ensure that the seasonal beach fire devices are removed prior to 
being threatened by wave-induced beach scour. These dates will be monitored for their 
effectiveness in preventing fire devices from wave wash and scour, and the dates will be 
adjusted as appropriate. If set dates do not account well for the variation in severity of 
seasonal beach scour, a performance-based approach will be used as an alternative.  
 

In either alternative, the City intends to avoid having the devices be threatened by wave wash 
or beach scour and certainly does not want the devices to be dislodged. An initial threshold or 
trigger point for removal of a device will be if the upper wash of the waves is within 10 feet of 
the device. If this distance, in practice, does not provide sufficient time for City staff to 
remove the device, a larger distance may be established.  
 

If, there is an unusually early or heavy winter storm season, such that wave-induced scour 
threatens to undermine the fire devices, City staff will remove any threatened devices earlier 
in the year. Similarly, if a heavy winter storm season delays the post-winter recovery of the 
beach, the City may delay the springtime installation of some of the devices.   
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In addition, if there is an extraordinary storm or high-wave event forecasted outside of the 
target use period, the devices will be removed and returned as soon as it is practical. On the 
other hand, for exceptionally mild winter storm seasons, the devices may be kept in place for 
a longer duration.  Both the trigger points for removal and the determination of whether a 
seasonal approach or performance approach is more effective will be components that the 
pilot program will help identify. 
 

 

Locations 
 

 

The devices will be installed approximately at the following locations: up to two devices each 
located near the staircases at 10th, 11th, 12th, 13th and Santa Lucia (ten total) and up to four 
each in the coves between 10th and 11th, 11th and 12th, 12th and 13th and 13th and Santa Lucia 
(sixteen total), provided that all locations are at least 25 feet from the base of the bluff and 
are at least 50 feet apart from one another. Utilizing adaptive management, the devices may 
be adjusted as needed due to topography of the beach, wave and tidal activity or to make 
adjustments as a result of the collected air quality data. At no time during the program will 
devices be installed north of the 10th Avenue staircase.  A map of access points and 
approximate locations for the devices are contained in Figure 1. 

 

Public Education and Enforcement 

 

Public education and outreach will be a key component of the pilot program.  The City will 
develop and disseminate public education materials to try to reach the public regarding the 
pilot program and the new beach fire rules before they arrive at Carmel Beach.  In addition, 
the City will be using a combination of private security staff and a dedicated police officer to 
educate the public about the rules, gather data and assist in monitoring the effectiveness of 
the pilot program.  The use of docents and other volunteers to help explain the rules to the 
public may also be added as part of the communication strategy. 
 

Online Information: Both the City’s website and other associated websites, such as the 
Carmel Chamber of Commerce and the Monterey Visitors and Convention Bureau, will be 
updated to reflect the use of the fire devices and other beach rules.  The City will also reach 
out to other website providers that are geared toward activities at California beaches and 
travel-related sites to explain the new rules and request assistance in providing updated 
information to the public. 
 

Other Sources of Information: Press releases to local newspapers and television stations will 
also occur regarding the beach rules and the use of the fire devices for wood-burning fires as 
well as outreach to schools, colleges and community groups. The hotel industry will also be 
contacted and given informational cards that can be provided to guests about the beach fire 
rules.  Local grocery stores will also be provided information to disseminate to customers, 
including information that can be attached to wood sold at the stores. 
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Signage: Once the public arrives at the beach, signage will provide information regarding the 
locations of where fires are allowed and the use of the fire devices.  Informational signage 
regarding the purpose of the pilot program, as well as, the rules will be placed in at a minimal 
number of key locations, such as the Del Mar Parking lot, at the beginning of the Scenic 
Pathway at 8th Avenue and Scenic and starting at 10th Avenue, as beach fires are allowed 
south of 10th Avenue.  The 10th Avenue staircase in particular will have a marker identifying 
the location to help delineate and differentiate where fires are allowed and not allowed.  
Signage indicating the use of fire devices, with a simple message, such as “fires in rings only” 
will be placed near the staircases and other beach access points, and installed in locations that 
minimize obstructions of coastal views, on railings, near the side of the staircases or on 
landings half-way down the beach staircase.  Signage materials will be simple and rustic and 
made of wood, in keeping with Carmel’s existing aesthetic.  
 

Messaging: As part of the public education materials and signage, the City intends to explain 
the purpose of the pilot program, which is to encourage the beach to be used responsibility 
and sustainably by allowing beach fires to continue while limiting the amount of smoke from 
wood-burning fires and limiting the amount of, and impacts from, charcoal and burned logs 
on the sand.  
 

Personal outreach/contact: The City intends to use a combination of private security staff, 
police staff and volunteers to explain the rules to the public.  This will help ensure coverage 
during the entire week, including peak weekends in particular.  The private security officers 
are trained by the Carmel Police Department on customer service and the beach fire rules and 
will serve as a friendly and helpful educational resource to explain the rules to the public and 
help gather data regarding the number of fires occurring within and outside of the devices.  In 
the event that additional support is needed, the security officers are able to contact the 
Carmel Police Department and have an officer dispatched to the beach as needed.  In 
addition, the City anticipates that a police officer dedicated to patrolling the beach will be 
available for the peak summer season and be on hand to address issues regarding violations 
of beach fire rules.  The City also plans to utilize local volunteers, some stationed at the beach 
staircases, and others walking the beach, to explain the rules, help notify the public about the 
availability of fire devices, track data regarding where beach users are from (in order to help 
target additional public education and outreach) and document compliance with the beach 
fire rules in general and other observations about the pilot program in general.  The 
volunteers will be able to provide informational cards with the rules.  The cards will have a 
comment suggestion and link to a comment form on the City’s website and email address so 
the public can provide feedback on the pilot program. 
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Figure 1: Map of Carmel Beach Access Points and Fire Device Locations 
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	a. Fire Rings. At a minimum, no fewer than 26 kettle-style, steel fire rings shall be available to the public on a first-come, first-serve basis. All fire rings shall be a minimum of 40 inches in diameter and roughly 24 inches in height. The rings sha...
	b. Availability. The 26 beach fires rings shall be available for public use between the hours of 7 a.m. and 10 p.m. daily throughout the year, consistent with all other provisions of the Beach Fire Management Pilot Program. All fire rings shall be ava...
	c. Fuels. All 26 fire ring devices are intended for use with wood and charcoal fuel sources only. Only dry, “clean” and untreated firewood may be used in the fire ring devices. Propane and other flammable liquids, other than charcoal starter, shall be...
	d. Seasonal Management. The Program shall include a seasonal management component that provides for removal of the fire rings prior to the devices becoming threatened by high tides, large storms, and wave action, and return to the beach once storms su...
	e. Maintenance. The fire rings shall be maintained in such a way that ash, debris, and wood material is not allowed to escape the fire rings, whether via wind and other natural events or via excess buildup or otherwise. The areas around the fire rings...
	f. Signage. The Program shall clearly identify all signs/symbols associated with the program and all signs/symbols shall be sited and designed: (1) to minimize their visibility in the public viewshed; (2) to seamlessly integrate into the beach and sho...
	g. Fire Ring Monitoring. The Program shall provide for a program of monitoring of all fire ring installation, seasonal movement, and use. The monitoring program shall be designed to provide information and data regarding the degree of fire ring (and a...
	h. Air Quality Monitoring. The Permittee shall, in coordination with the Monterey Bay Unified Air Pollution Control District, continue to monitor air quality and the effects of smoke and particulate matter (PM2.5) on beachgoers, Scenic Road pathway us...
	i. Reporting. The Program shall provide that by December 31st of each year that it is in effect, the Permittee shall submit a Monitoring Report to the Executive Director for review and approval. Each Report shall include the results of both the fire r...
	Minor adjustments to the above requirements may be allowed by the Executive Director if such adjustments: (1) are deemed reasonable and necessary; and (2) do not adversely impact coastal resources. All requirements above and all requirements of the ap...
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	7. California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA)




