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M E M O R A N D U M 
 
 
FROM: Jonna D. Engel, Ph.D., Environmental Program Manager 
 
TO: Michelle Kubran, Coastal Program Analyst 
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I have examined the natural resources at 711 Sand Point Road in Carpinteria, California 
(APN 005-460-046) to determine if the site supports environmentally sensitive habitat 
(ESHA).  The subject parcel encompasses approximately 6.30 acres within the 
Carpinteria 7.5-minute United States Geological Survey (USGS) quadrangle.  The 
residential portion of the parcel consists of 1.4 acres straddled between Carpinteria 
Marsh to the northeast and the Pacific Ocean to the southwest.  I have reviewed the 
three biological resource assessments prepared for the site, conducted a California 
Department of Fish & Wildlife (CDFW) Natural Diversity Database (CNDDB) query, and 
examined aerial photos.  I also visited the site on June 9, 2020, with Coastal 
Commission staff, the applicant’s agent, and one of the applicant’s consulting biologists, 
to study the on-site conditions for making an ESHA determination and delineation.   
 
The 2018 Storrer Environmental Inc. LLC Biological Resources Assessment (“Storrer 
Report”) reported that the soil types on the residential area of the site are almost equal 
halves BE or beach sand and AC or Aquent fill soil (Figure 1).  The Storrer report found 
that the vegetation types include a small 0.024 acre patch of salt grass (Distichlis 
spicata) on a berm between Sand Point Road and Carpinteria Marsh and a 0.48-acre 
area of primarily sandy substrate dominated by non-native invasive iceplant mats 
(Figure 2).  The berm was surveyed for hydric soils, hydrology, and hydrophytic 
vegetation.  The berm did not support hydric soils, had no evidence of hydrology, and 
was dominated by salt grass, a species with a facultative (FAC) wetland status that 
means it has an equal likelihood of occurring in non-wetland and wetland areas1.  The 
Storrer Report determined that the salt grass berm was not a wetland and that the 
residential area of the subject property did not support wetland habitat.   
 
The Storrer Report described the sandy substrate as supporting iceplant mats 
comprised of highway iceplant (Carpobrotus edulis) and sea fig (Carpobrotus chiliensis) 
totaling approximately 60 percent relative cover and two native dune species, beach bur 
(Ambrosia chamissonis) and beach evening primrose (Camissoniopsis cheiranthifolia 
ssp. cheiranthifolia) totaling approximately 15 percent cover (Figure 3).  The Storrer 
Report documented one special status plant species among the iceplant mats, beach 
bur, and beach evening primrose; an individual red sand verbena (Abronia maritima) 
which is a native dune species identified by the California Native Plant Society (CNPS) 
as having a 4.2 rarity status2.  The Storrer Report concluded that there were no special 
status wildlife species observed in the survey area, that none were expected to occur 
and that “there is no ESH in the survey area” based on the dominance of iceplant mats. 
 
Padre Associates Inc. biologists conducted a desktop review followed by a one-day field 
survey of the site on January 7, 2021, that focused on mapping vegetation types, 
collecting vegetation data, and the presence/absence of special status plant and wildlife 
species.  In the two and a half years between the Storrer Report and the Padre 
Associates Inc. Biological Assessment (“Padre Assessment”), the cover of iceplant mats 

 
1 A FAC wetland indicator status means that a plant has a 34 to 66 percent likelihood of occurring in non-
wetlands as in wetlands. 
2 https://www.cnps.org/rare-plants/cnps-rare-plant-ranks  

https://www.cnps.org/rare-plants/cnps-rare-plant-ranks
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increased and the cover of native dune species decreased as seen in photographs and 
as documented by the Padre Assessment (Figure 4, Storrer Report vs. Figure 5, Padre 
Assessment).  While the Storrer Report estimated that the area between the house and 
ocean was characterized by 60 percent relative cover of iceplant mats and 15 percent 
relative cover of native dune plants, the Padre Assessment surveyed one area (AOI 1) 
and measured over 80 percent relative cover of iceplant mats and nine percent relative 
cover of beach evening primrose. The Padre Assessment states that “Isolated patches 
within the Ice plant mats were observed to support different assemblages of native and 
non-native plants, however, through quantitative and qualitative sampling, it was 
determined that ice plants remained dominant and the areas were representative of Ice 
plant mats”.  The Padre Assessment found that the area with iceplant mats met the 
membership rules of A Manual of California Vegetation, Second Edition3 (MCV2) for Ice 
plant mats (Carpobrotus edulis or Other Ice Plants Semi-Natural Herbaceous Stands) 
that have a ‘High’ invasive ranking by Cal-IPC, are not a rare habitat type, and therefore 
the Padre Assessment concluded do not meet the definition of ESHA.  
 
The Padre Assessment did not record any sensitive plants or animals on the site and 
reported that there was no evidence of globose dune beetles (Coelus globosus) or 
silvery legless lizards (Anniella pulchra) and that these two species were not expected 
to occur at the site.  However, no protocol level plant or animal surveys were 
performed4.  Globose dune beetles have a rarity ranking of G1G2 S1S25 and are 
commonly found beneath foredune vegetation.  A population of globose dune beetle 
has been mapped in Carpinteria along the beach in the foredunes and sand 
hummocks6.  The silvery legless lizard has a rarity ranking of G3 S37 and is a California 
Species of Special Concern.  It is a burrowing lizard that looks like a snake, having 
adapted to a legless condition to allow it to live a subterranean life in loose, sandy soil.  
In dunes, legless lizards are typically associated with shrubs and leaf litter that provide 
refuge and insect prey.  It is my professional opinion that both of these species could 
occur on the site; I have reviewed reports of globose dune beetles in southern foredune 
habitat dominated by iceplant mats and I have dug for and found silvery legless lizards 
in such habitat. 
 

 
3 Sawyer JO, T Keeler-Wolf and JM Evens. 2009. A Manual of California Vegetation, Second Edition. 

Sacramento, California: California Native Plant Society Press. 1300 pp. 
4 None of the three biological resource assessments conducted for the subject property included protocol 
level surveys for sensitive plants or animals. 
5 Global (G) and State (S) Level 1 communities or species are identified as “critically imperiled = at very 
high risk of extinction due to extreme rarity (often <5 populations), very steep declines, or other factors”.  
Global (G) and State (S) Level 2 communities and species are identified as “imperiled = at high risk of 
extinction or elimination due to restricted range, few populations or occurrences (often < 20), steep 
declines, severe threats, or other factors.   
6 California Department of Fish and Wildlife, California Natural Diversity Database (CNDDB) 
2021. Natural Heritage Division. Sacramento, California. Available online at: 
http://www.dfg.ca.gov/biogeodata/cnddb/ 
7 Global (G) and State (S) Level 3 communities and species are identified as “vulnerable = at moderate 
risk of extinction due to a restricted range, relatively few populations (often <80), recent and widespread 
declines, or other factors”. 

http://www.dfg.ca.gov/biogeodata/cnddb/


J. Engel Memo: ESHA Determination for 711 Sand Point Road, Carpinteria, CA         June 7, 2021 

4 
 

MRS Environmental, Inc. (MRS) conducted a reconnaissance-level survey and habitat 
assessment on the residential area of 711 Sand Point Road on January 12, 2021, to 
determine if the property supported ESHA.  MRS identified 0.5 acres of iceplant mat 
habitat on the site and stated “Within the residential portion of the property, the iceplant 
mats land cover type supports a mix of plant species and sandy soil that are common in 
dune habitats along the coast, including dune habitats that have been designated ESHA 
in the County’s CLUP such as the Devereux Dunes, 20 miles west, and Point Sal, 70 
miles northwest”.  MRS found that much of the iceplant mats/dune habitat at 711 Sand 
Point Road supports greater than 50 percent vegetative cover of iceplant (Figure 6).  
MRS goes on to state that “There are some areas on the site where the iceplant mats 
are more open and dune plant species provide greater cover, such as adjacent to the 
rock revetments where the red sand verbena was found, but iceplant remained 
dominant in this area”.  MRS concluded that the iceplant mat area did not rise to the 
level of ESHA for several reasons including that the iceplant mat habitat is not rare, 
does not support rare species8, and is limited in function, value, and productivity 
because of its small size. 
 
During the June 9, 2020 site visit, I examined the small patch of salt grass on the berm 
at the edge of the residential area and Carpinteria Marsh.  Based on my observations 
and the Storrer Report wetland survey results, I concur that this is not wetland habitat 
and that the residential area does not support wetlands.  I observed that the area of the 
residential site between the house and the beach supported sandy substrate that 
transitioned into more organic soil (at the break between BE and AC soil identified on 
the soil map (Figure 1)) with hummocks and hollows characteristic of foredune 
morphology9.  The dominant vegetation is iceplant mats interspersed with two native 
foredune species, beach bur and beach evening primrose, as reported by all three 
biological assessments.   
 
My observations of the percent relative cover of vegetation in the area between the 
house and the ocean align best with the Storrer report.  Iceplant mats were the 
dominant cover but the native beach bur and beach evening primrose were also 
significant components of the habitat.  I concur with Storrer’s estimate of iceplant mats 
having approximately 60 percent relative cover and the native dune species having 
approximately 15 percent relative cover (see Figure 3 and Figure 7 photos from Storrer 
Report and June 9, 2020 site visit, respectively).  The beach bur was conspicuously 
located on the tops of dune hummocks (Figure 7) and there was a lot of beach evening 
primrose immediately behind the house (Figure 8).  There were also patches of bare 
sand interspersed throughout (Figure 9).  Strangely, just six months after the June 9, 
2020 site visit, photos taken and observations made by both Padre Associates Inc. and 
MRS Environmental Inc. depict and note far less patches of both beach bur and beach 
evening primrose in the iceplant mat area (Compare Figures 3, 7, 8, & 9 with Figures 4, 
5, & 6). 

 
8 As stated earlier, none of the three biological reports conducted protocol level surveys for sensitive 
plants or animals therefore their presence can not be categorically ruled out. 
9 While the soil map (Figure 1) depicts a distinct line between BE soil (sand) and AC soil (fill) I observed a 
gradual transition between the two soil types. 
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None of the biological consultants performed focused surveys for globose dune beetles 
or silvery legless lizards, sensitive species found in foredunes that I believe could 
inhabit this area. Furthermore, there is sandy substrate in this area and there was no 
analysis provided in any of the biological reports regarding whether dune morphology 
was present in the iceplant mat area.  
 
Dune-backed beaches account for roughly a quarter of California’s shoreline but 
together, beach-dune complexes constitute only 2-3% of the State’s landmass10, 
making them one of the State’s rarest landscapes.  Positioned along continental 
margins, where the land and sea meet, intact beach and dune systems are among the 
rarest ecosystems on earth.  There are numerous reasons for this.  Coastlines are 
highly desirable areas for agriculture, industry, tourism, recreation, cities, and residential 
development11, and in many littoral cells12 the natural supply of sand for beaches and 
dunes is broken or impaired13.  Added to this suite of impacts are rising sea levels14.  
One result is coastal squeeze15, where many beach and dune systems have either 
been completely lost or have become a shadow of their former selves.  For the 
remaining beach and dune systems in developed areas, many have become highly 
fragmented, invaded by non-natives, and sand supply and transport have been 
interrupted. 
 
Where they do occur, coastal dunes are characterized by their sandy substrate, 
topographical features such as hummocks, hollows, and ridges, and uniquely adapted 
vegetation communities.  Foredunes occur in the narrow band between the beach, and 
when unencumbered, transition to back dune scrub habitat that generally supports a 
more diverse plant community.  The seaward face of foredunes may exceed 50% 
vegetation cover16.  Foredunes from Point Conception to the Mexican Border are 
identified as southern foredunes by Holland17.  Characteristic species include beach 
bur, beach evening primrose, salt grass, red sand verbena and non-native iceplant 
which are all found at 711 Sand Point Road.  Additional species common in southern 
foredunes are sand verbena (Abronia umbellata), salt bush (Atriplex leucophylla), and 

 
10 Pickart AJ and MG Barbour. 2007. Beach and Dune. In: MG Barbour, T Keeler-Wolfe and AH 

Schoenherr (Eds.), Terrestrial Vegetation of California (pp. 155-179).  Berkeley, California: UC 
Press. 

11 Nordstrom KF and NP Psuty. 1980. Dune district management: a framework for shorefront protection 
and land use control. Coastal Management 7: 1-23. 

12 A littoral cell is a coastal compartment that contains a complete cycle of sedimentation including 
sources, transport paths, and sinks. 
13 Rivers and creeks have been dammed and coastlines have been armored. 
14 Ocean Protection Council.  2018 Update.  State of California Sea-Level Rise Guidance.  California 

Natural Resources Agency.  84 pp. 
15 Dugan JE, DM Hubbard, DL Revell and S Schroeter. 2008. Ecological effects of coastal armoring on 

sandy beaches. Marine Ecology 29: 160-170. 
16 Barbour MG, TM De Jong, AF Johnson. 1975. Additions and corrections to a review of North American 

Pacific coast beach vegetation. Madroño 23: 130-134. 
17 Holland RF. 1986. Preliminary descriptions of terrestrial natural communities of California. State of 

California, Resources Agency: Department of Fish and Game, Natural heritage Division. 
Sacramento, California. 186 pp. 
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naturalized sea rocket (Cakile maritima).  Holland describes beach bur as typically 
occurring in exposed areas and beach evening primrose occurring in less exposed 
sites.  In the 2010 update to the status of the state’s natural communities, CDFW 
assigned southern foredune habitat the “imperiled” rarity ranking of G2 S2.118. 
 
The standard of review for the proposed project at 711 Sand Point Road is the Santa 
Barbara County Local Coastal Plan (LCP).  The County Land Use Plan Policy 1-1 states 
that all Chapter 3 policies of the Coastal Act have been incorporated in their entirety in 
the certified County Land Use Plan as guiding policies.  
 
Coastal Act Section 30107.5 defines environmentally sensitive habitat, or ESHA, as:  

 
“Any area in which plant or animal life or their habitats are either rare or 
especially valuable because of their special nature or role in an ecosystem 
and which could be easily disturbed or degraded by human activities and 
developments.” 

 
Coastal Act Section 30240 states that: 

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

(b) Development in areas adjacent to environmentally sensitive habitat 
areas and parks and recreation areas shall be sited and designed to 
prevent impacts which would significantly degrade those areas, and shall 
be compatible with the continuance of those habitat and recreation areas.”  

The County Land Use Plan Policy 9-2, in relevant part, states:  
 

Because of their State-wide significance, coastal dune habitats shall be 
preserved and protected from all but resource dependent, scientific, educational, 
and light recreational uses…  
 
Disturbance or destruction of any dune vegetation shall be prohibited, unless no 
feasible alternative exists, and then only if re-vegetation is made a condition of 
project approval. Such re-vegetation shall be with native California plants 
propagated from the disturbed sites or from the same species at adjacent sites.  
 

Applying the definition of ESHA to a specific habitat invokes a three-part test (1a, 1b, 
and 2):  
 

1a. Is the habitat rare or does the habitat support rare plants or animals?  

 
18 California Department of Fish and Wildlife.  2010.  California Natural Community List by Hierarchy. 

September 2010. 
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The Commission has historically made rarity determinations for habitats and 
species by utilizing the expert biological guidance from the state and federal 
resource agencies (CDFW, USFWS) as well as from other expert groups (e.g., 
CNPS). Habitats and species that are rare include:  

• Global or State 1, 2, or 3 ranked habitats (natural communities) or species19 
• Federal (ESA) or State (CESA) endangered or threatened species  
• California Native Plant Society (CNPS) 1B and 2B ranked plants20 
• California Species of Special Concern and Fully Protected Species  
• Candidate endangered or threatened species  

1b. Is the habitat, or the plant or animal species in the habitat, especially valuable 
because of their “special nature” or because they play an “especially valuable” 
role in a habitat or ecosystem?  
 
A special determination may be made based on an area constituting “especially 
valuable habitat” when it is of a special nature such as providing a pristine 
example of a habitat type or representing an unusual species assemblage or 
ecotone. A special determination may also be made based on an area’s special 
role in the ecosystem (e.g., supporting important ecological linkages, 
representing the edges of species’ ranges that harbor genetic diversity, or tree 
groves supporting nesting raptors or monarch butterfly colonies).   

2. Lastly, is the habitat, or the rare plant or animal species in the habitat, easily 
disturbed or degraded?   

Once an area has been determined to support habitat or species that are rare or 
especially valuable, those resources are considered in terms of their sensitivity to 
disturbance and degradation from human activities and developments. Habitat 
fragmentation is an example of how human activity can degrade natural 
resources, as is removal of major vegetation, grading, alteration of landforms, 
noise, artificial night lighting, and non-native invasive species.  

 
In past actions, the Commission has recognized dunes as ESHA, including categorically 
in many LCPs21.  The Commission has taken a conservative approach to protecting 
dunes given their extreme rarity (coastal dunes are only found along the thin margin 
between the ocean and land and many have been destroyed by development) and 
because where they persist, they tend to be degraded and invaded by non-native 
invasive species.  While native dune vegetation is a key indicator of dune habitat, the 
Commission has also found that unvegetated areas exhibiting dune substrate and 
morphology (hummocks, hollows, ridges), dune areas dominated by non-native invasive 

 
19 http://www.natureserve.org/conservation-tools/conservation-status-assessment  
20 https://www.cnps.org/rare-plants/cnps-rare-plant-ranks  
21 For example, see Eureka Certified LCP (1984), Morro Bay Certified LUP (1982), UCSB LRDP (2010), 
and Malibu LUP (2002). 

http://www.natureserve.org/conservation-tools/conservation-status-assessment
https://www.cnps.org/rare-plants/cnps-rare-plant-ranks
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species, and small areas of dune habitat among residences, all constitute dune 
ESHA22.   
 
Habitat that meets the definition of ESHA is subject to Coastal Act Section 30240, which 
is also part of the County’s certified LCP.  Section 30240(a) only allows resource 
dependent uses to occur within ESHA (such as habitat restoration, nature study and 
scientific education and research, and low-impact public access and recreation such as 
hiking trails and primitive and interpretive camping) and requires those resource 
dependent uses to protect against any significant disruption of ESHA habitat values. 
Policy 9-2 of the LUP also similarly states that: “Because of their State-wide 
significance, coastal dune habitats shall be preserved and protected from all but 
resource dependent, scientific, educational, and light recreational uses…”.  
 
In addition to the restriction of uses allowed within ESHA, 30240(b) requires that 
development in areas adjacent to ESHA be sited and designed to protect ESHA from 
any impacts that would significantly degrade the ESHA and that would not be 
compatible with its continuance. One siting and design measure that has typically been 
employed is the use of buffers between development and ESHA that are of a sufficient 
size to ensure no adverse impacts to the ESHA itself.  In many LCPs certified by the 
Commission, where specified, ESHA buffers are typically a minimum 100 feet23.  The 
Commission has also applied a minimum 100-foot buffer to ESHA in past permit 
actions, including to protect dune habitats.  At times, it has reduced the required dune 
ESHA buffer to 25 feet where best management practices are employed and dune 
mitigation is required24. 
 
The Santa Barbara County LCP requires buffers between development and ESH, 
although it only specifies an explicit minimum buffer width for certain types of habitat 
(e.g. stream ESH, wetland).  No specific buffer width is included for dune ESH, so the 
required width must be determined based on site-specific evidence through a permit 
action.   
 
In the residential area at 711 Sand Point Road, I find that the habitat identified as 
iceplant mats by Storrer Environmental Inc. LLC, Padre Associates, Inc. and MRS 
Environmental Inc., is degraded southern foredune habitat characterized by sandy 
substrate exhibiting dune morphology (hummocks and hollows) dominated by iceplant 
mats that consist of non-native highway iceplant and sea fig with a significant cover of 
native beach bur and beach evening primrose.  Southern foredune habitat is rare and is 
easily disturbed and degraded by human activities and development such as non-native 
species invasion and armoring such as revetments.  The degraded southern foredune 
meets the rarity and disturbance ESHA tests and therefore rises to the level of ESHA.  I 

 
22 For example, see CEMEX Sand Mining (CDO CCC-17-CD-02), Fort Ord Dunes State Park (CDP 3-14-
1613), City of Oxnard LCP Amendment 1-05 (Oxnard Shores), and City of Malibu LCP Amendment 1-07 
(Malibu Bay Company). 
23 For example, see Eureka Certified LCP (1984), Morro Bay Certified LUP (1982), UCSB LRDP (2010), 
and Malibu LUP (2002). 
24 For example, see Oceano Pavillion (A-3-SLO-04-061) and County of Los Angeles, Department of 
Beaches and Harbors (CDP 5-17-0537). 
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determined the boundary line for the southern foredune ESHA based on the presence 
of sandy substrate, dune morphology, and native dune species (Figure 10).  I 
recommend that a minimum 25 foot buffer be established between the southern 
foredune ESHA and development to protect the habitat consistent with the policies of 
the County’s LCP, provided best management practices are put in place and dune 
mitigation is required. 
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Figure 1.  Figure 3, Soils Map, of the Storrer Environmental Inc. Biological Assessment 
showing the area identified in yellow closest to the ocean as Beach or sandy substrate 
and the area just inland of this area as Aquent or fill soils. 
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Figure 2.  Figure 4 of the Storrer Environmental Inc. LLC Biological Resources 
Assessment showing the 0.024 acre salt grass berm in green near Carpinteria Marsh 
and the 0.48 iceplant mat area in tan adjacent to the ocean. 
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Figure 3.  Cover photo of the Storrer Environmental Services LLC August 2018 report 
showing the large light green patches of beach bur among the iceplant mats and the 
hummock and hollow dune morphology. 
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Figure 4.  Photo 3 of Storrer Report taken July 10, 2018 with a view of the east side of 
the existing residence looking toward the Pacific Ocean with iceplant mats in foreground 
and beach bur patch to east of flag and more beach bur patches in the background.  
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Figure 5.  Photograph 8 of the Padre Assessment with a close-up view east of the 
existing residence looking toward the Pacific Ocean with iceplant mats and no obvious 
native dune species. 
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Figure 6.  Photo 1 from MRS report “overlooking the iceplant mats/dunes from near the 
rock revetments on the south side of the property”.  Photo 1 was taken from the 
southeast corner facing northwest.  Compare this photo taken on January 12, 2021, 
with Figure 3, the front cover photo of the Storrer Report taken in August 2018 and 
Figure 7, taken on June 9, 2020, during my site visit.  The beach bur, so obvious in the 
Storrer Report photo and my site visit photo (Figure 3 and Figure 7, respectively) is 
virtually absent.  The June 9, 2020 site visit was just six months before the MRS photo 
was taken.   
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Figure 7.   June 9, 2020 site visit photo taken from the revetment with southern 
foredune habitat between the revetment and the house.  The large light green patches 
are beach bur and the small patches with yellow flowers are beach evening primrose.  
Sand is visible in the bare areas. The person with the blue ball cap is in front of a coyote 
bush.   
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Figure 8.  June 9, 2020 site visit photo showing numerous patches of beach evening 
primrose immediately in back of the house with a patch (light green) of beach bur in the 
left of the photo near the edge of the property. 
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Figure 9.  June 9, 2020 site visit photo – showing bare sand patches, iceplant mats and 
beach bur and beach evening primrose patches. 
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Figure 10.  The yellow line is the northeastern boundary delineation on the residential 
portion of subject property that I have made for the extent of the southern foredune 
ESHA based on sandy substrate, dune morphology, and presence of native dune 
plants. The area seaward of the existing residence and the yellow line is the extent of 
the southern foredune ESHA.  
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