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Dear Chair Harmon and Commissioners: 

This Firm represents the two Applicants, 32005 S Coast Hwy, LLC and 32007 S Coast 
Hwy, LLC.  We appreciate your scheduling our Request for Reconsideration of your November 5, 
2025 decision approving the Applicants’ request for permanent slope stabilization.  Our position 
at the hearing was unusual because we supported the Staff Recommendation and conditions.  
We asked only that the Commission delete a gratuitous one sentence finding concerning an 
erroneous bluff edge determination by Staff and which, unnecessarily, would inversely condemn 
the upper lot.  The Commission declined.  The issue before you deals only with that finding, the 
law – the Coastal Act – concerning it, and the facts which, unfortunately, were inaccurately 
provided to you by Staff.  There is, commonsensically and under the Coastal Act, only one 
natural bluff edge relative to these properties, and it is at the 89-foot elevation contour. 
 
 Our formal request for reconsideration is set forth in a letter from me to the Commission 
which Staff has included in your “Correspondence.”  I respectfully ask that Staff also include as 
an additional “Exhibit” the 18-page July 2025 “Geotechnical Investigation and Determination of 
the Bluff Edge,” prepared Geofirm.  And, we submit in response to the current Staff Report 
“Comments Regarding Coastal Commission Staff Report,” also prepared by Geofirm. 
 
 Geofirm performs geotechnical investigations throughout the coastal zone.  But, it is, 
without any question, the most qualified geotechnical firm in terms of its knowledge concerning 
geology of Laguna Beach and the Applicants’ two properties here.  Since the inception of the 
Coastal Act, the firm has performed geotechnical investigations on well over 200 hundred 
Laguna properties.  Just in this area alone, between Aliso Creek and Three Arch Bay, Geofirm 
estimates that it has undertaken approximately 76 such investigations, the majority of which 
involve bluff edge determinations.  
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 You expect of your Applicants that they do a rigorous and thorough job of providing you 
and Staff with detailed and accurate factual information concerning the properties that come 
before you.  Nowhere is that more evident than here.  As your November Staff Report explained: 
 

“Many geotechnical reports and updates have been performed by Geofirm for the 
proposed development. These reports are dated: July 2, 2015; May 2, 2016; June 7, 
2016; July 5, 2016; September 12, 2018; November 5, 2018, February 13, 2019; March 
28, 2019; May 2, 2019; May 30, 2019; June 27, 2019 and October 17, 2019. The 
applicants also provided an updated report from Aldrich Consulting Engineers dated 
November 8, 2024, in response to additional information that was requested from the 
Commission’s geologist Mr. Phillip Johnson.  The geologic reports present results and 
recommendations regarding the proposed development at the subject site.  Preparation 
of the reports included research of readily available geotechnical records for the site and 
environs, identification of the site’s subsurface soil and bedrock conditions by observation 
and exploration, collection of soil and bedrock sample, geotechnical laboratory testing of 
selected soil and bedrock samples obtained from exploratory work for the project, 
engineering analysis of the data obtained from the exploration and slope stability 
analysis.”   

 
 We respectfully submit that reconsideration should be granted because (1) there is 
relevant evidence which, in the exercise of reasonable diligence, we could not have presented to 
you at the hearing, and (2) there is an error of law which has the potential to alter the 
Commission’s November decision. 
 
 Reconsideration does not approve the permanent bluff stabilization project.  A week after 
your November decision, the City of Laguna Beach approved a proposed home on the upper 
32005 Coast Highway lot, concluding that the natural bluff edge is necessarily seaward of the 
existing home on the lower lot at 32007 Coast Highway and at the 89-foot elevation contour.  
That decision has been appealed, and you will hear it, hopefully, in the very near future.  
Reconsideration, if granted, would permit both matters to be heard at the same time and 
presumably the bluff edge issue as well.  
 
 Thank you for your consideration of our request. 
 
       Sincerely 

                                                                    

     Steven H. Kaufmann 
     Nossaman LLP 
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ccs: Kate Huckelbridge, Executive Director 
 Karl Schwing, District Director 
 Amrita Spencer, Coastal Program Analyst 
 Emily Greer, Coastal Program Analyst 
 Mark Alonso, Esq. 
 Marshall Ininns, MIDG Architects 
 Larry Nokes, Esq., Nokes & Quinn 
 Steve Baron, Baron Consulting Group 
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Mr. Mark Alonso        Project No:  72179-07 

c/o Marshall Ininns Design Group      Report No:    26-9942 

410 Broadway Street Suite 210 

Laguna Beach, California 92651 

 

Attention: Mr. Marshall Ininns 

 

Subject: Comments regarding Coastal Commission Staff Report 

  “Request for Reconsideration” 

  32005 (32007) South Coast Highway 

  Laguna Beach, California 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

This letter is provided to supplement our findings and conclusions, set forth in our July 22, 2025 

“Geotechnical Investigation and Determination of the Bluff Edge Location,” regarding the 

technical location of the bluff edge at the subject property.  The purpose of that letter was to 

clearly present information to define the bluff edge and the associated regulatory setbacks in 

accordance with the City of Laguna Beach Land Use Element (LUE), consistent with our 

previous published studies.  The findings presented in that letter were based on our extensive 

work on the two properties, and we incorporate those findings in providing additional comments 

on the Coastal Commission staff report, dated January 21, 2026, on a request for 

reconsideration following the Commission’s November 5, 2025 decision on the application for 

permanent slope stabilization. 

 

As a general observation and based on over 30-years of personal professional experience in the 

City of Laguna Beach and the surrounding coastal communities, my office and I are fully aware 

of what the ocean can do to the coastline.  We strongly believe and support that reasonable 

engineering setbacks are necessary and appropriate for safe development in the community.  

However, the bluff edge cited in the staff report is far outside coastal processes, has no genesis 

in, and is not the result of, any shoreline hazard.  Put simply, the bluff edge offered by Mr. 

Johnson is solely the result of terrestrial processes, in terrestrial deposits, and is a result of an 

artificial man-made damage event.   

 

Using a washout on a slope that damaged a terrestrial feature does not create a bluff edge and is 

outside the zone influenced by marine erosion.  As discussed further below, it is unsupported 

and contrary to the point of having definitions for coastal bluff edges and setbacks for 

residential development.  Since 2015, this office has performed several geotechnical 

investigations on these two lots to evaluate and repair previous slope instability and develop 

appropriate recommendations for residential development.  We have prepared seven 

geotechnical reports, and our conclusions have been carefully reviewed and concurred with by 

the City’s peer reviewer, Kling Consulting Group, Inc.  The staff presentation at the November 
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2025 hearing and again in the staff report regarding reconsideration unfortunately contain 

factual errors, but most notably, the assertion by Commission geologist that the entire slope 

between South Coast Highway and the 89-foot elevation contour is distinctly marine material.  

It is distinctly non-marine terrace deposits, as demonstrated by our multiple reports and the 

cross-section we prepared, discussed further below.  

 

The July 22, 2025 “Geotechnical Investigation and Determination of the Bluff Edge 

Location” 

 

In July 2025, we prepared our 18-page geotechnical evaluation of the bluff edge location.  We 

examined the geologic background and conditions, conducted an aerial photo review, and 

undertook a topographic evaluation.  Notably, our report concluded that the bluff edge relative 

to these two properties is located at the 89-foot contour elevation, seaward of the house on the 

32007 Coast Highway property.  That is the only coastal bluff-forming erosion process to have 

impacted the seaward margin of these properties in the last 83,000 to 105,000 years and which 

defines the location of the natural erosional processes that could impact stability or require 

setbacks to protect property improvements.   

 

At the November 5, 2025 hearing on your applications, the Commission’s staff geologist 

explained to the Commission that the entire slope from Coast Highway to the beach below is of 

a “marine” origin, including to the top of the ridge.  That was untrue, inaccurate, and 

misleading.  While it is true that the top of the marine terrace here defines the bluff edge, the 

marine terrace ends at the 89-foot elevation contour.  I have been asked to explain the graphic, 

Figure 1, to which the staff geologist referred during his testimony and which was shown to the 

Commission.  This is a cross-section through the two properties before repair.  Based on our 

extensive soil investigations, the cross-section shows the distinctly stratified geology underlying 

the properties.  This is denoted by common map symbols used by the USGS, prominently 

identified in bold acronyms on the cross-section. “Tso”, at the bottom is bedrock, San Onofre 

Breccia, a cemented, strong and highly stable geologic formation in Laguna Beach.   

 

The bedrock is overlain by “Qtm”, marine terrace deposits, which on these properties 

terminates at approximately the 89-foot elevation contour on top of which the house at 32007 

Coast Highway is supported.  The remainder of the slope as it extends up to Coast Highway 

consists of non-marine terrace deposits, “Qtn”.  These are the accumulated sediments of 

terrestrial erosion from the upland terrain.   

 

In no way or exception could that deposit be characterized as “marine” in origin.  In fact, these 

deposits are not and have never been within the influence or impact of marine erosion or any 

shoreline processes.  On these specific lots and below most of the other adjoining lots we have 

studied, these sediments are located well landward of the bluff edge and are not within the zone 

of influence of bluff edge erosion. 
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Figure 1a: Staff Exhibit 5 representing bluff edge at the 150-foot contour.   

 

 
Figure 1b: Site photographs of the slope damage resulting from the broken storm drain.  Erosion was limited to the 

slope, but resulted in deposition onto the lower pad and residence. 

 

Figure 1a is an adaptation of the cross-section used by the Commission Geologist to justify the 

location of the uppermost break in slope that he interpreted to the bluff edge.  This cross section 

was prepared by our office to depict the erosion damage at the property that resulted from the 
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storm drain overflow and resulting ground failure.  Photographs from the storm drain overflow 

damage are presented in Figure 1b.   

 

These events in 1993 and 1996, and the damaged topography, are not the result of marine 

erosion or coastal/shoreline processes or hazards of any kind, do not reflect a step-like feature in 

the bluff, and would not require setbacks.   I was present at the November 5, 2025 hearing and 

was prepared to correct the fundamental inaccuracy provided to the Commission concerning the 

geologic character of this slope, but was informed I could not do so because the public hearing 

had been closed. 

 

Documents Referred to Which Bear on Staff’s Characterization of the Location of the 

Bluff Edge 

 

The staff report refers to certain documents which it suggests bear on the location of the bluff 

edge.  We disagree that they show any evidence of a natural bluff edge as addressed briefly 

below. 

 

 
Figure 2a: The historic topographic map (A.F. Rodgers, 1885, Vicinity of San Juan Capistrano map, U.S. Coast 

Survey Maps of California, Southern California Coast T-Sheets, map T-1645.  Red dots indicate location of the 

property based on both sets of longitude-latitude marking on T-1645.  White line indicates a best estimate of the 

actual property location.  Future Virginia Way is indicated on the map as an unnamed road. 

 

Figure 2a is a blow-up of the T-Sheet as it relates to the properties and surrounding area.  The 

lat./lon. for property plots on the two red dots. The hatching appears to reflect the beaches and 

drainages, including an old drainage that may have been present terminating near the property.  

Elevations presented are based on pre-NAVD 1927 data, possibly mean sea level or other.  It 

appears to show a short bench or break in slope at the 40, 60, and 120 foot contours, but it is 

important to note that the contouring is +/-10 feet, and we know today that there are no breaks 

or steps at 40, 60, or 120 feet at the site.  The maximum elevation on the property based on the 

T-1645 map appears to be approximately 120 feet.   
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Figure 2b: Google Earth current aerial overview of property. 

 

There is no step-like feature or bluff edge shown at 150 feet, and the statement that “slope 

inclination flattens significantly to that of the marine terrace surface, which is very shallowly 

inclined seaward, is not only inaccurate but makes no sense because, as demonstrated by our 

multiple investigations, there is no marine terrace surface at that elevation.  Given the current 

standards, reliance and a significant opinion cannot be based on a document this old and 

inaccurate, particularly when more recent and reliable information demonstrates to the contrary.  

The contouring of the slope is clearly innacurate.  Figure 2b is a current photo of the same area 

for perspective and approximate scale. 

 

Our July 2025 Geotechnical Report provided and analyzed numerous aerial photographs, 

including old aerials from 1938, 1939, and 1947, included in Figure 3.  These do not show a 

natural bluff edge on the upper lot at the 150-foot elevation contour or otherwise on the non-

marine (terrestrial) terrace deposits.   

 

A 2010 report from Borella Geology, Inc., for an upslope site on the inland margin of Coast 

Highway describes the presence of a former natural canyon drainage based on his review of the 

1939 photographs.  The drainage is described as formerly transecting the upslope and subject 

sites and outletting on the bedrock slope face below.   

 

However, the geomorphic features observed in the 1938-1939 photographs do not suggest the 

upslope drainage extended across the undeveloped (natural-looking) slope underlying the site 

and vicinity.  In either case, however, the upslope portion of the drainage would have been 

incrementally backfilled to allow the construction of Coast Highway and adjoining residences.  

The photos also indicate the presence of a large, roughly bowl-shaped, deeply rilled slope 

spanning the width of the site, onto the adjoining properties to the north and south, and appears 

to be the result of severe surface erosion, perhaps caused by long-term uncontrolled water 

discharged from Coast Highway. 
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Figure 3: Aerial overview of property in 1938, 1939, and 1947, showing surface rilling of the terrestrial slope 

surface.  No shoreline erosion or bluff edge is present above beachside cliff. 

 

 
Figure 4: Close-up of a portion of California Coastal Records Project frame 7238102 dated 1972, showing the 

32005 and 32007 properties prior to the 32007 residence construction. Approximate property lines depicted in 

white dash.  Interpreted bluff edge depicted in red dash.  The origin of the bench at elevation 89 feet appears to be 

1938 1939 1947 
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the result of non-marine terrace retreat and surficial gully erosion depositing onto a more resistant marine terrace, 

forming a level bench.  This is not a geologic step from marine erosion or rounding of the bluff face. 

 

Figure 4 is an oblique aerial from 1972 which shows the former house off Coast Highway on 

the upper lot and the slope to the natural bench before construction of the existing house at 

32007 Coast Highway, which then breaks and slope vertically at approximately the 89-foot 

elevation contour to the beach below.  In 1972, the Orange County Planning Commission 

approved a garage and tram to the lower property, explaining:  “The property slopes gently from 

Coast Highway to the edge of the bluff, and from there to a steep cliff to the mean high tide 

line.”  The gentle slope is visible in the aerial.  There is no natural bluff edge on the slope. 

 

 
Figure 5: Post-storm drain failure erosion map of the property from Borella Geology, (1997). 

 

Borella Geology, Inc., also previously conducted a geotechnical evaluation following a failure 

of the storm drain on Coast Highway next to the upper lot.  Figure 5 is a November 1997 letter 

from Borella, with a hand-drawn topo of the site, which shows no natural bluff edge at the 150 

feet elevation contour and also no flat pad on the form home site.  The letter that accompanied 

the topo stateds:  “The non-marine terrace sands to silty sands that are being eroded usually 

form gullies that are parallel to the downslope direction.  However, n this case, large erosion 

channels are forming across the slope face.”   

 

In 2017, Toal Engineering prepared a topographic survey of the badly damaged upper slope on 

the 32005 Coast Highway property, and subsequently a 2018 post-slope repair topographic 

survey.  Neither topographic survey reflects a natural bluff edge or natural step-like feature on 

this property.   
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Figure 6: Toal Engineering topographic comparison of property. 

 

Figure 6 is a composite of both surveys.  In the underlying 2017 survey, the underlying contour 

lines show the badly damaged slope ended up with a somewhat varied topography closer to 

Coast Highway.  On the downside, the contour lines drop off, on the upcoast side, they proceed 

in a different direction, and in the middle, they are somewhat wider where the water passed over 

the slope, generally creating a more gentle slope as it descended from Coast Highway.  

  

 
Figure 7a: Lidar analyses of 30 to 90-degree slopes  
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Figure 7b: Lidar analyses of 45 to 90-degree slopes (red). 

 

The 2018 survey reflects the temporary stabilization work after the damaged slope was 

modified, with contour lines going in the opposite direction.  The contour lines at a 150-foot 

elevation contour are a part of the new, temporary, man-made repaired slope, and do not reflect 

any bluff edge or step-like feature. 

 

In our July 2025 Geotechnical Report we provided a three-dimensional view of the entire slope 

with LiDAR figures, LiDAR being used to create 3-D maps of the earth’s surface.  Figures 7a 

and 7b include two LiDAR figures, one with a 30 degree slope and the other with a 45 degree 

slope.  They show plainly that there is a no step-like feature or bluff edge at the 150-foot 

contour elevation but a clear demarcation of the bluff edge seaward of the lower house at the 

89-elevation contour, continuing all along this bluff. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Our office stands by our conclusion in the July 25, 2025 Geotechnical Report.  Based on the 

current definitions provided by the City and Commission, the bluff edge is located at the 89-foot 

contour and transects the 32007 property at the seaward edge of the natural bench on which the 

lower house is located.  There is no topographic or geologic justification or support for an 

upslope location of the bluff edge at or near the 150-foot contour. 

 

LIMITATIONS 

 

This investigation has been conducted in accordance with generally accepted practice in the 

engineering geology and soils engineering field.  No further warranty is offered or implied.  The 

conclusions presented herein are based on a review of published literature pertaining to the site 

and nearby properties that are not meant to imply a control of nature.  Independent use of this 

report in any form cannot be approved unless written verification is obtained from this firm. 
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Thank you for this opportunity to be of continued service.  If you have any questions, please 

contact this office. 

 

Respectfully submitted, 

 

GEOFIRM 

 

 

 

Kevin A. Trigg, P.G., E.G. 1619    

Principal Engineering Geologist,  

 



 
 
July 22, 2025 
 
 
Mr. Mark Alonso Project No:  72179-07 
c/o Marshall Ininns Design Group Report No: 25-9827r 
410 Broadway Street Suite 210 
Laguna Beach, CA 92651 
 
 
Attention: Mr. Marshall Ininns 
 
Subject: Geotechnical Investigation and Determination of  

the Bluff Edge Location 
  32005 (32007) South Coast Highway 

Laguna Beach, California 
 

 
Introduction 
 
This letter presents our findings and conclusions regarding the technical location of the bluff 
edge at the subject property.  The purpose of this letter is to review the methodology utilized to 
delineate the bluff edge as presented in our previous studies (Appendix A, References 3 and 8) 
and to present the location of the associated regulatory setbacks in accordance with the City of 
Laguna Beach Land Use Element (LUE).  This report is presented to address the proper location 
of the bluff edge.  The findings presented herein are based on our extensive work on the 
property, including the adjoining lot (32007), and are intended to satisfy the staff-recommended 
special condition. 
 
Previous Investigations 
 
Beginning in 2015, several geotechnical investigations have been performed by our office on the 
subject and adjoining lot (32007) to evaluate and repair previous slope instability and to develop 
appropriate recommendations for residential development.  Two reports in particular are 
pertinent to the ongoing design and approval of proposed improvements on the subject lot.  
These reports include a bluff edge stability investigation and a foundation design investigation. 
 
As the subject lot is located within the Coastal Zone, the location and stability of the bluff edge 
are considered the primary constraints affecting the design of future improvements.  These 
constraints were investigated as part of a response to the California Coastal Commission, which 
required additional geotechnical information concerning certain aspects of locally permitted 
construction.  The results of our work, which include the bluff edge location, bluff stability, and 
future 75-year retreat limits, are presented in our 2018 and 2022 reports (References 3 and 8) and 
duplicated herein. 
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Geologic Background and Conditions 
 
Overall, the topographic configuration of Laguna Beach and the subject property has been 
shaped for the past 1.3 million years by the interaction of the uplift of the San Joaquin Hills, sea-
level fluctuation, and erosion.  Studies (Grant, L.B., et. al., 1999) have provided evidence that 
explains and supports the San Joaquin Hills have been actively rising during the past 122,000 
years at a reasonably consistent rate of 0.21 to 0.27 meters per thousand years.  This finding 
explains the generation of the nine elevated marine shorelines present on the hills.  These marine 
deposits (paleo-beaches) occur when the seaward margins of the hills are scoured during a sea-
level high stand (glacial warming period) and are subsequently stranded when the sea-level 
retreats during a low stand (glacial cooling period).  The subject property is underlain by the 
most recently stranded marine deposits on the San Joaquin Hills, scoured into the bedrock at a 
generally uniform elevation of 70 feet.  Based on the work by Grant, et. al., this elevation 
corresponds to shoreline deposition during the sea-level high stand between 83,000 to 105,000 
years ago. 
 
Since that time, uplift and terrestrial erosion of the San Joaquin Hills continued, resulting in the 
accumulation of natural slope wash and alluvial sediment blanketing and burying the paleo beach 
sands with up to 60 feet of sediment at the subject property.  This was a largely depositional 
environment throughout the property.  No erosional processes capable of bluff-forming could 
have occurred at the site until the current sea-level high stand started around 11,000 years ago.  
For the past 11,000 years (Holocene time), the San Joaquin Hills have risen 7.5 feet, but the sea 
level during this period has remained essentially consistent with only mild fluctuation around the 
same level as is present today, and is also generally consistent with the sea level high stands 
during the past million years.  During the Holocene, the ocean eroded the bedrock at sea level 
and shaped the shoreline and bluff backing the modern beach.  The creation of the current bluff 
is generated by the removal of materials eroded at the beach or within the influence of shoreline 
erosion along the base of the bluff.  This bluff face location is therefore constrained to the 
seaward margin of the property at 32007 South Coast Highway.  This is the only bluff-forming 
erosion process to have impacted the seaward margin of the property in the last 83,000 to 
105,000 years and defines the location of the natural erosional process that could impact stability 
or require setbacks to protect property improvements. 
 
Throughout the development of Laguna Beach over the last 100-plus years, minor to moderate 
grading for building sites, access roads, and other manmade improvements has modified the 
landscape.  In this area, the improvements for South Coast Highway, the general development of 
South Laguna, and the homes on 32005 and 32007 resulted in some grade changes, typically 
minor cuts and fills to provide level pads and uniform road surfaces.   
 
One exception appears to be the building pad for 32007, which appears to be located on a natural 
bench at the non-marine and marine terrace contact.  This natural pad appears to form and 
support the trend of adjacent development both up and down the coastline.  The July 25, 1972 
Staff report for the OC Planning Commission hearing regarding the 32007 garage and tram 
construction provided a property description that states: 
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The subject property is a flag shaped vacant parcel that extends from Coast Highway to the 
mean high tide line.  The property slopes gently from Coast Highway to the edge of the bluff, 
and from there to a steep cliff to the mean high tide line. 

This property description was topographically accurate then and remains accurate today.  
 
Many of these modifications pre-dated aerial photography of the area.  As a result, the impact on 
the natural landforms is uncertain; however, significant changes or large volumes of earthwork 
were unlikely to have occurred in the early years of the City, with the exception of the grading 
for Pacific Coast Highway.  The impacts on the terrain resulting from the development of Coast 
Highway are demonstrated throughout the City of Laguna Beach and altered the topography on 
the subject site. 
 
Aerial Photo Review 
 
A detailed review and summary of the historical site conditions based on aerial photography was 
presented in the Reference 3 investigation published in September of 2018.  Our office revisited 
these photographs to confirm or modify the conclusions presented in the prior report.  Based on 
the reanalysis, we concur with the aerial photographic findings and opinions published in the 
2018 study.  The discussion from the 2018 report is reproduced below with a few modifications. 
 
This review was focused on the geotechnical conditions affecting the performance and/or 
appearance of the subject property and surrounding areas as observed in aerial photographs 
available from the UCSB Library (Frame-Finder website), the California Coastal Records Project 
(CaliforniaCoastline.org website), and in-house stereoscopic pairs.  Additional aerial 
photographs were obtained and reviewed from the Eagleview and Google Earth collections.  
These Eagleview images provide high-resolution but are limited to post-2000 photography.  In 
total, the photographs reviewed span the years 1938 through 2016.  The purpose of the review is 
to relate the pre-development site conditions to the possible location of the natural or current 
bluff edge as defined by the Laguna Beach Land Use Element (LUE) and the CCC.  A collection 
of historic ground-based photography in Laguna Beach is maintained by the American Title 
Company.  A portion of this collection was reviewed, but found no images in the vicinity of the 
subject property. 
 
Aerial photographs from 1938 and 1939 predate the development of the subject site and 
adjoining properties, although PCH appears to have been constructed to its current width as 
observed today.  A 2010 report from Borella Geology, Inc. for an upslope site on the inland 
margin of PCH describes the presence of a former natural canyon drainage based on his review 
of the 1939 photographs.  The drainage is described as formerly transecting the upslope and 
subject sites and outletting onto the bedrock bluff face below.  However, the geomorphic features 
observed in the 1938-1939 photographs do not suggest the upslope drainage extended across the 
undeveloped (natural-looking) slope underlying the site and vicinity.  In either case, however, the 
upslope portion of the drainage would have been incrementally backfilled over several years to 
allow the construction of the highway and adjoining residences.  It is uncertain if a portion of the 
drainage, if it did exist under the subject site, was backfilled as a part of this process. 
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The same aerial photos also indicate the presence of a large, roughly bowl-shaped, deeply rilled 
slope spanning the width of the subject site, onto the adjoining properties to the north and south, 
and extending to the blufftop on 32007.  The feature does not appear related to the alleged 
former drainage, but rather appears to be the result of severe surface erosion, perhaps caused by 
long-term adverse surface-water discharge from PCH.  This hypothesis is partially based on the 
location of the (now former) Caltrans storm drain catch basin, which was later constructed at a 
presumed low point in front of the subject site.  The terrain otherwise suggests the exposed soils 
are likely comprised of natural terrace deposits, although old artificial fill placed during the 
grading for the highway and adjoining lot(s) may also be exposed.  
 
Stereoscopic aerial photos from 1947 depict a structure on the 32005 lot.  The residence is 
located on the upper pad between PCH and the aforementioned bowl-shaped erosional feature.  
Future oblique photographs indicate the residence was constructed at street level and extended 
approximately one story above the gently sloping upper pad.  The downslope and adjoining areas 
otherwise appear untouched. 
  
An aerial photograph from 1952 depicts a driveway and structure on the adjacent property to the 
north.  The morphology apparent in the photograph suggests that most of the aforementioned 
bowl-shaped features had been partially backfilled or modified.  A similar photo from 1960 
suggests a portion of this fill was eroding in a similar manner as before, resulting in significant 
rilling.  The upslope limits of this newer phase of erosion appear to coincide with the former 
limits.   
 
An aerial photograph from 1965 indicates that minor grading may have modified the toe area of 
the eroded slope.  An oblique aerial photograph from 1972 indicates the steeply rilled slope is a 
considerable distance from the rear of the future 32007 residence, and the natural bench is 
present.  It appears likely the bench is a result of the gully drainage at the base of the non-marine 
terrace, refer to Photo 1.  This perspective also shows the ascending slope to PCH on 32005 from 
the bench on 32007 is relatively gentle and uniform, supporting a walking trail, much like that 
described by the Staff for the OC Planning Commission that same year.  This image also reveals 
that a structure on the adjoining site to the south is being or had been constructed at the adjacent 
bench elevation.   
 
A structure on the 32007 lot, including the frontal garage and funicular path (or stairway), is 
present in a photograph from 1974, and the slope appears to remain moderately eroded.  The 
presence of the development on 32007 suggests grading and infilling of upslope erosional scours 
and rills backing the landward side of the new residence were likely necessary to develop the 
building pad.  The depth of fill or extent of remedial grading, if performed, is uncertain.  A 
photograph from 1977 appears to reflect a similar condition. 
 
A photograph from 1981 appears to depict the site as it remained for several years up until 
significant slope erosion jeopardized the 32005 structure in the early 1990s.  The lower portion 
of the slope between the two structures (32005 and 32007) appears to be in a topographic 
condition similar to what is presented in an oblique aerial photograph from 1987 and as observed 
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Photo 1: Close-up of a portion of California Coastal Records Project frame 7238102 dated 1972, showing the 32005 
and 32007 properties prior to the 32007 residence construction. Approximate property lines depicted in white dash.  
Interpreted bluff edge depicted in red dash.  The origin of the bench at elevation 89 feet appears to be the result of 

non-marine terrace retreat and gully erosion depositing onto a more resistant marine terrace, forming a level bench.  
This is not a geologic step from marine erosion or rounding of the bluff face. 

 
during our onsite exploration in April of 2015.  That is, the toe of the inland slope appears 
gullied and locally very steep.  The top of the slope descending from the rear of the residence on 
32005 appears to be some distance from the structure; however, the axis of the main gully 
appears to be encroaching landward as observed in a photograph from 1993.   
Photographs spanning the years 1994 through 2000 are not available for review.  However, 
reports from Borella Geology, Inc. (Reference 2) and public documents prepared by Toal 
Engineering, Inc. (Reference 16), obtained from the City of Laguna Beach website, indicate the 
site was increasingly impacted by damaging landward erosion and debris flow attributed to 
inadequate storm drain control associated with PCH.  Over the course of several years and an 
apparent lack of remedial action, the structure on 32005 was eventually abandoned in 1998 due 
to severe undermining and structural damage.  The abandoned structure is apparent in 
photographs from 2001 and 2002, but is absent in a photograph from 2004.  
 

32007 South Coast 
Highway, Laguna Beach 

Property 

32005 South Coast 
Highway, Laguna Beach 

Property 
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Oblique aerial photographs from 2004 and 2013 indicate the site generally remained in a quasi-
stable state with steep, near-vertical gullied and rilled landward slopes.  The site appeared in a 
similar state as observed during our 2015 investigation; however, the recently observed erosion 
along the lateral margins appeared to be encroaching upon the adjoining property to the north as 
reported.    
 
Oblique aerial photography from 2001 to 2016 was obtained from Eagleview.  The images in 
2005, 2008, 2011 and 2014 clearly depict the gully and associated erosion on the flanks of the 
32005 property.  The 2016 image depicts the earthwork underway to stabilize the gully area and 
restore the 32005 property.  The images presented by Google Earth consist of aerial photographs 
overlain onto topography that attempts to depict a three-dimensional perspective of the site and 
adjoining areas.  These images do not provide sufficient quality and accuracy to further the 
determination of the bluff edge at this location. 
 
It should be noted that the available records do not precede the construction of PCH or document 
the grading required to develop the various residential lots in the vicinity.  We can surmise that a 
former natural drainage may have transected the upper 32005 site, and that artificial fill of 
undermined and variable depth was placed to create the pad and cross South Coast Highway, 
leading to the material being eroded and the creation of the gully.  However, it also appears 
limited modification of the bedrock and terrace bluff backing the beach below 32007 occurred 
during this timeframe.  The creation of the decks and stairs below the 32007 property utilized 
above-grade construction down to the beach.  Little to no grading modification of the bluff 
would have been required, or appears to have occurred.  The seaward edge of the lower pad for 
the residence at 32007 appears to conform to the natural edge of the bluff, with the 32007 
residence constructed with limited to no building setback from the bluff edge. 
 
Topographic Evaluation 
 
Based on the exhibits provided with the Staff report, it appears the Commission is considering a 
potential bluff edge delineation at or near the 150 feet contour elevation, or near the 32005 upper 
pad at South Coast Highway.  To evaluate this delineation, our office obtained the USGS 2018 
Lariat LiDAR data set for this portion of the San Joaquin Hills, including the subject lot, refer to 
Plate 1, and Figures 1 to 3. 
 
To further evaluate the potential for various steps or other grade breaks in the topography within 
the property and in the ascending terrain, our office presents the Lidar in a Digital Elevation 
Model in Figure 1.  This format highlights the irregularities in the topography, with level or 
gently sloping areas in a white to lighter grey and steeper slopes depicted in darkening shades of 
grey, depending on the severity of the steepness.  This LiDAR survey was obtained prior to the 
32005 slope repair and shows the former southerly flowing drainage that transected the middle 
and lower portion of the property.   
 
There does not appear to be a significant step or rounding of the topography parallel to the 
coastline along the western edge of South Coast Highway on 32005, 32007, or any of the 
adjoining lots north or south near the 150-foot elevation contour.  While this image may be 
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difficult to interpret, Figure 2 considers the same DEM model with the areas that are inclined at 
10-degrees and flatter as white, 10 to 30-degrees as yellow, and 30-degrees and steeper as red.   
This analysis clearly defines the drainage flanks on the middle 32005 property and the lack of a 
continuous seaward-facing slope on the lot and adjoining lots near South Coast Highway.  Figure 
3 considers the same DEM model with the areas that are inclined at 10-degrees and flatter as 
white, 10 to 45-degrees as yellow, and 45-degrees and steeper as red.  This analysis clearly 
defines the bluff face backing the beach and extending continuously along the properties upcoast 
and downcoast of the 32007 site.  Most importantly, no continuous, rounded, or stepped 
seaward-facing slope is present on the lot and adjoining lots near South Coast Highway. 
 
Additionally, our office prepared cross-section A-
Highway, and continuing northeast to the ridgetop at Monarch Crest.  The section depicts the 
normal terrestrial irregularities that occur in natural slopes.  The 150-foot elevation contour 
location is depicted, as well as the location our office recommends for the 89-foot contour that 
depicts the bluff edge for the 32007 property.  Based on our findings, there is no bluff edge or 
setback within the 32005 property boundary. 
 
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

1. Based on the current definitions provided by the City of Laguna Beach and the California 
Coastal Commission, the bluff edge is located at the 89-foot contour and transects the 
32007 property at the seaward edge of the natural bench. 

2. Based on the current definitions provided by the City of Laguna Beach and the California 
Coastal Commission, the bluff edge is not located on or immediately adjacent to the 
seaward margin of the 32005 property. 

3. Based on the current definitions provided by the City of Laguna Beach and the California 
Coastal Commission, there is no topographic or geologic justification or support for an 
upslope location of the bluff edge at or near the 150-foot contour. 

4. Previous slope stability analyses confirm the bluff is adequately stable for 32007 
residential construction and nominal 25-foot bluff edge setbacks (References 1 and 2). 

5. Previous slope stability analyses confirm the 32005 property is adequately stable for 
residential construction as presently repaired (Reference 6).  Moderate to loosely 
compacted soils in the upper lot would require deepened foundations or remedial grading 
prior to residential construction. 

 
LIMITATIONS 
 
This investigation has been conducted in accordance with generally accepted practice in the 
engineering geology and soils engineering field.  No further warranty is offered or implied.  The 
conclusions presented herein are based on a review of published literature pertaining to the site 
and nearby properties that are not meant to imply a control of nature.  Independent use of this 
report in any form cannot be approved unless written verification is obtained from this firm. 
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Thank you for this opportunity to be of continued service.  If you have any questions, please 
contact this office.

Respectfully submitted,

GEOFIRM

Kevin A. Trigg, P.G., E.G. 1619 Jesse D. Bearfield, P.E. 84335
Principal Engineering Geologist Associate Engineer, Partner
Date signed 07/22/2025

KAT/JDB: mr

Attachments: Figure 1 Slope Analyses, Greyscale
Figure 2 Slope Analyses, 30-Degrees
Figure 3 Slope Analyses, 45-Degrees
Appendix A References 
Appendix B Aerial Imagery
Plate 1 2018 USGS LiDAR Topographic Map and Cross-Section A-

Distribution: Email to: Marshall Ininns, marshall@midgarchitects.com
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