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Existing conditions
Introduction

The Shea Homes property encompasses approximately 49 acres, most of which lies in an
elongate, roughly triangular piece situated adjacent to the Wintersburg Flood Control
Channel (which now forms the southern boundary of the property), bounded by Graham
Street on the east, and an existing residential development (Tract No. 5792) on the north,
along Kenilworth Drive. The western margin of the property abuts degraded slopes and
rural use areas on a knoll off the southern terminus of Bolsa Chica Boulevard. Most of
the site (approximately 44 acres) lies within the City of Huntington Beach; a small
(approximately 5 acres) extension at the southwestern corner lies within Orange County.

An area 8.3 acres in overall extent, located adjacent to existing residential development
on the northern boundary of the site, was delineated by the EPA (1989) as jurisdictional
wetlands. This area was subsequently reclassified as "prior converted cropland" by the
Army Corps of Engineers (1992). Other small habitat fragments shown on the EPA map
lie adjacent to the southern toe of the slope which defines the westernmost project area
boundary. These may have consisted of small saltmarsh fragments, confined in extent by
the narrowing of the level land surfaces between the slope and the channel berm;
however, as shown on the map, the "pocket wetlands" correspond to a grove of gum trees
(Eucalyptus sp.) along the toe of the knoll, roughly tracing the historic alignment of a
non-longer extant runoff channel. Most of this area was reduced in extent and severely
degraded by activities associated with installation of the Wintersburg channel, but then

. was left relatively undisturbed until the most recent grading.

Wetlands delineations and assessments have been performed and reviewed on several
occasions for both the Huntington Beach and Orange County portions of the site, and a
thorough field and document review of wetlands issues was performed by Tom Dodson
& Associates (L. Kegarice, Dec. 1997) as part of the present evaluations. It is presented
in a separate submittal, and referenced herein only in general terms relative to biological
discussions of vegetation, historic land use or habitat values.

Methods

Sensitive biological resources present (or potentially present) on site were initially
identified through a thorough literature review using materials from the following



sources: U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (1993, 1994, 1996, 1997), California Department
of Fish and Game (CDFG) (1988, 1990a, 1990b, 1994, 1996a, 1996b, and 1996¢, 1997),
California Natural Diversity Data Base (CNDDB) (1992, 1995, reviewed 1997), and the
California Native Plant Society (Skinner and Pavlik 1994). Standard field guides were
used for field identification of resources, and a spectrum of appropriate literature
resources pertinent to the project area or issues under consideration were also consulted.

Field reconnaissance

FH&A biologists visited the Shea Homes property in Huntington Beach (Tent. Tract
Map. No. 15377) on 23 November 1996, 17 December, 1996, 14 January 1997, 07 June
1997 and 20 November 1997. The initial visits were intended to assess the presence or
absence of wetlands or wetlands-type habitat values on the parcel, per the findings of
various prior delineations and observations, and then subsequently to evaluate existing

conditions and verify initial findings. A draft report, dated 07 February 1997,
summarized the results of the three site visits.

During the 07 June 1997 visit, FH&A principal biologist F. Hovore and Shea Coastal
Commission consultant N. Lucast surveyed the project site to evaluate seasonal habitat
conditions and update information presented in the February report. The entire project
site had been disked recently, and the Orange County portion, previously identified by us
as supporting a small stand of degraded, pickleweed-dominated marshiand-type habitat,
had been cleared and filled. A revised draft report was submitted 14 June 1997, with an
amended final version (incorporating land use evaluations and summaries derived from
examination of sequential aerial photographs) submitted 11 July 1997.

The most recent visit was conducted with L. Kegarice (Tom Dodson & Associates), for
the purposes of reviewing and updating existing wetlands documentation, performing
field trials to evaluate existing conditions relative to the presence/absence of the 3
parameters of wetlands delineation standards, and to assess overall land and habitat
conditions following + 5 months fallow time.

Flora

- Plant species encountered during field surveys were identified and recorded, or samples
taken and conveyed to local arboreta or universities for determination. Scientific
nomenclature and common names of plants used in this report follow Hickman (1993), or
where not available in Hickman, common names are taken from Beauchamp (1986),
Munz (1974), or Abrams (1923 and 1944) and Abrams and Ferris (1951 and 1960).

Fauna

Wildlife species detected during field surveys by sight, calls, tracks, scat, or other sign
were recorded. Expected wildlife usage of the site was determined according to known
habitat preferences of regional wildlife species and knowledge of their relative
distributions in the area. Scientific nomenclature and common names for vertebrate
species referred to in this report follow Stebbins (1985) for reptiles and amphibians;



American Ornithologists' Union (with supplements to 1997) for birds; Jameson and
Peeters (1986) for mammals.

Site description
Physical characteristics, existing land uses

Geographically, the Shea Homes site is almost entirely isolated from other similar open
space, and has been used for agricultural purposes, or maintained in a disturbed, ruderal
condition by regular disking and clearing continuously since at least 1952 (based upon
examination of aerial photographs see subsection 2.1 below) . The entire site is more-
or-less level and flat, rising only very gradually from west to east, with the lowest portion
in the northwest corner, at the toe of the knoll slope, where the 8.3 acres are located. We
detected no significant changes in surface soils across the site, although some areas
contain higher amounts of finer, sandy soils on the surface. Shell fragments are present
everywhere, suggesting that the topsoils may contain dredging spoils, but the substrate
has been regularly farmed and disked for over 45 years, and its original character is
difficult to interpret. On several survey dates surface soils had been saturated by recent
rains, and water was standing in low areas. An ephemeral channel, formed only as a very
slight depression, wends diagonally across the site on a roughly NE to SW alignment;
following storms, soils within this alignment were more thoroughly and deeply saturated.
This depression, while vaguely-defined and supporting no wetlands habitat, is clearly
visible on recent historic (1952 to present) aerial photographs of the site.

There are no seasonal pools or channels on the site, but aerial photos frequently show a
shallow accumulation of surface water in the northwestern corner of the City property,
approximately where the 8.3 acre area was delineated. At one time this site received
surface flows off the knoll and via runoff from open lands to the north, but most of this
water is now conveyed away from the site by a pipe running east to Graham Street.
Accumulated water now comes almost entirely from rainfall runoff from the knoll and
more elevated portions of the fields, and does not persist on the surface or form natural
habitats. The Wintersburg flood control channel embankment rises +10 feet above site
grade, and forms a visual and physical barrier along the entire southern margin; roadway
and residential developments extend away from the eastern and northern boundaries.

The only contiguous adjacent undeveloped open space is-on the knoll at the western
boundary of the project area, where the land rises approximately 45 feet up to the leveled
top, most of which lies outside the project area. Slopes facing the project area have been
regularly disked, support little natural vegetation, and currently are actively degraded by
dumped trash, abandoned vehicles, and informal roads used for ORV driving, and biking.
At the times of our visits, children were playing on the slope, we observed numerous
hikers and bikers, most accompanied by dogs, and vehicles were being driven around the
margins of the agricultural area. The entire slope area, above and below a grove of
Eucalyptus trees, has been cleared as part of the agricultural use and maintenance of the
area since the 1950s. The north end of the knoll slope terminates at a retaining wall for
existing multi-story residential units (constructed in 1983/84).

There is a rustic equestrian activity area and stable situated at the toe of the slope near the



southwestern boundary of the project property, connected to rural/commercial and
storage facilities on the knoll top by dirt access roadways. The area occupied by the
stables has expanded and contracted in extent over the past 20 years, with the existing
facilities being very minor in comparison to their prior configuration; recently, land

surrounding the stables has been used for parking and other vehicle activity, and remains
compacted and denuded of vegetation.

Directly across the parking area from the stables (to the SE) there is a low earthen berm,
below which (on the side facing the stables) the soil surface is depressed in a roughly
oval area on the site of a former rodeo arena (visible on aerial photographs). This
depression may fill temporarily with rainfall, and during our early visits to the site was
inundated by water from a recent pipeline break; at that time we ex_'roneously referred to
this as a "seasonal pond," but aerial photos clearly show its origin to have been recent
and man-made, and at that time we were unaware of the water pipeline leakage. Based
upon aerial photos, the arena was developed in the late 1970s, appears to have been used

through the 1980s, and abandoned in the early 1990s. It was disked and leveled in June,
1997.

The extreme southwestern corner of the property (= the + 5 acres lymgwrthmOrange
County, hereinafter abbreviated as the "O.C. parcel™), below the main access road from
the knoll top, drops slightly into a remnant bottomland containing fragments of formerly
more extensive non-native tree groves and a small pickleweed patch typlcal of coaste]
wetlands habitats. This area was partially filled and entirely graded-over prior to our 07
June, 1997 visit, leaving virtually no trace of natural vegetation formations and retaining
only non-native trees too large to be plowed under. The pickleweed fragment apparently
was not included in the mapped areas of wetlands (judging from the shape and alignment
of the mapped areas along the base of the knoll), and this habitat type is no longer

represented within the O.C. parcel, except by a few shrubs left undlsked because they are
located beneath an elevated oil pipeline.

Historic land uses inferred from aem} photographs

A series of color or black and white aerial photographs, showing the site on 25 different
dates from December, 1952 through March, 1995, was reviewed microscopically to

- evaluate historic land use, conditions and habitats on the Shea site. A distinction has
been made between land within the City of Huntington Beach and the + 5 acres of
Orange County land which comprises the southwestern extension of the overall parcel.
The City/County line passes through the property just southwest of the primary
agricultural lands, and in none of the photographs is there any visible evidence of land
cultivation within the O.C. parcel. The following summarizes our subjective assessments
of the land use patterns exhibited in these photographs.

¢ 12/26/52: City area: The subject property lies within a larger cleared area, extending
further to the north, south and east of the site boundaries. Agricultural cultivation, as
inferred from corrugated substrates (either disked or tilled), covers most of the land
surface within Huntington Beach, except in the easternmost tip of the property (now
under Graham Street) and along the western margin, below the bluffs, where more



natural-appearing vegetation is present (the type of vegetation cannot be deduced from the
photograph). Vehicle tracks, trails and some small clearings are visible within this area.
There is no constructed development on the offsite knoll top.

County area: the 5 acre Orange County (“O.C.") parcel is indistinguishable, in terms of its
surface features and relative contiguity with surrounding habitats, from land to the south and
west, most of which appears to be marshland, with some minor flow swales visible. Three
‘broad roads transect the overall area on N-S alignments, and there is only a narrow canal

separating the lands west of the project site from the more extensive (and evidently more
disturbed) Bolsa Chica system to the south.

3/24/59: City area: Agriculture covers about the same extent of the area as in 1952;
flooding is visible over most of the western portion of the site in this winter photo. A
drainage swale, extending to the north from the site is evident. There is agriculture where
the Kenilworth Street development is presently located. The off-site knoll top area is not yet
developed.

County area: The 5 acre O.C. parcel remains as it was in 1952.

1/31/70: City area: The Wintersburg channel has been constructed since the 1959 photo,
with its alignment bisecting the original agricultural fields (still visible below the channel).
‘The western portion of the site below the knoll is flooded, and the fields appear fallow, with
a network of minor flow lines and depressions evident. The remnant marshland area is
almost entirely within Orange County. A narrow area, approximately 25’ x 250’, between a
farm road the levee (which as cultivated in the 1959 photo) now exhibits patchy vegetation
which may be pickleweed, although the areas has been permanently isolated from the larger
marshlands of Bolsa Chica by the flood control channel. The Kenilworth tract and a portion
of the offsite knoll top are now developed.
County area: The 5 acre county parcel shows little evidence of activity or use. Most of the

road system which formerly passed through the site was eliminated by construction of the
Wintersburg channel.

6/28/70: City area: The entire 44 acre area, extending offsite up onto the knoll (but with the
. exception of the eucalyptus trees), has been recently tilled, with soil furrows narrow and
cross-hatched.

County area: The aforementioned clearing extends southwest into the 5 acres O.C. parcel,
to the dirt access roadway crossing between the knoll and the channel. There also is a linear
swath of disturbance visible as a white band across the middie of the vegetated area.

10/26/73: City area: Heavy, curvilinear contour furrows are visible over the entire site
except in an otherwise disturbed area in the southwestern corner. The furrows extend over
the top of knoll, leaving only the eucalyptus trees undisturbed. Activities associated with a
roadway traversing the southwestern corner of the site and crossing the channel appear to
have cleared about one-half of the vegetation patch detected in the 1/31/70 photo.

County area: The eastern portion of the 5 acre parcel exhibits substantial recent disturbance.



e 2/17/78: City area: The entire site, including the off-site knoll, appears to have been
recently tilled, furrows straight; stables now visible at foot of knoll

County area: Remnant vegetation in the 5 acre O.C. parcel appears to have recovered
slightly from 1973 clearing,.

o 12/28/76: City area: Entire site (except SW comer) again appears to have recently
- been tilled and/or disked. A large pad of freshly-spread soils covers the southwestern
corner area, just east of stables.
County area: Evidence of vehicle entry (tracks), and vegetation appears very
fragmented, with high degree of disturbance in eastern portion.

- e 12/14/78: City area: Agricultural areas appear to have been deeply plowed in
diagonal pattern (SW/NE); standing water evident in low areas below eucalyptus
grove, along alignment of shallow swale and within arena under construction near
stables, surrounded soils with unidentified mottling effect.

County area: No changes evident from prior conditions.

e 2/25/80: City area: Fields appear to have been left fallow, but row lines now run
east-west, so it has been re-tilled since 1978 photo; water standing in western portion.
Arena site shows little evidence of use.

County area: New vehicle intrusion evident, although effects on vegetation are not
clearly discernible due to photo quality.

¢ 1/31/81: City area: Fields and slopes are cleared and freshly tilled or disked. Arena
has a visible fence around perimeter, and there are other graded features nearby (one
rectangular, one elliptical); some water standing in low end of arena.

County area: Area appears to have been lightly cleared; vegetation less evident than in
earlier photos (due to photo quality).

e 2/19/83: City area: Fields again appear recently plowed, in a diagonal pattern, and
western end appears saturated below eucalyptus grove. The arena appears more
developed, and has a trench (?) around it; numerous "spots,” which may be piles of

~fill or other material are apparent in the area between the arena and channel.

County area: Grading and development more extensive on knoll top offsite, and
condominiums being constructed on land north of the eastern knoll margin.

e 3/19/86: City area: Agricultural field area completely cleared to open soils, with
heavy diagonal till lines, some evidence of standing water north of stables; offsite
knoll not disked; activity around stable and arena areas more extensive, with piles of
fill (if that is what they were) no longer evident, perhaps having been spread on site.

County area: Vehicle activity and some surface clearing evident in eastern portion of 5
acre parcel, possibly removing a small area of patchy vegetation.

e 1/9/87 and 1/21/87: City area: Agricultural fields appear evenly vegetated (crops?),

with east - west till lines in first photo, new clearing and grading across lower 1/3 of
fields and onto knoll on 21st.



County area: Area heavily used in both photos, with abundant evidence of vehicles and

grading; some small structures placed in eastern end of site, apparently part of stable
expansion.

o 1/24/88: City area: Fields entirely cleared and disked, with cross-hatched tilling
lines visible, except for a small rectangular area along the southern margin, where
~ mottled vegetation formation is present.
County area: Activity around arena and eastern portion of 5 acre site is more extensive
and appears to have been expanding steadily since 1986.

e 1/30/89: City area: Slopes and field area recently disked, with multiple turn-around
lines visible across center of field; development around arena even more extensive,
with buildings, parking areas and three smaller arenas visible.

o County area: No change in shape or extent of disturbance within vegetation patches;
area of disturbance around stables extends into the 5 acre O.C. parcel.

e 3/15/90: City area: Field and slope area shows evidence of disking since 1989
photo, as alignment of furrows has changed, but Spring weed growth has covered
most of surface, except along lower margin, where disturbance or soil deposition has
kept substrate patchily clear.

‘County area: No change in shape or extent of vegetation from previous photo.

¢ 1/14/91: City area: No evidence of clearing or grading since 1990 photo, and most
of the structures and activity areas around arena site are gone or appear abandoned.
Vegetation on fields appears thin, some shrub cover evident.

County area: No significant change in shape or extent of development or disturbance to
vegetation since previous photo.

e 1/8/92 and 1/24/92: City area: Fields appear vegetated, and there are no recent till
lines evident. Activity area around stables and arena is still extensive, but photos do
not show facilities clearly; areas appears largely to have been abandoned.

County area: Eastern end of area bare where disturbed in prior years.

. ® 1/3/93 and 5/14/93: City area: Field appears to not have been tilled recently, but
vegetation present is thin and patchy, with shrubs evident along southern portion. No
water visible. The second photo is the only one taken in late Spring. Agricultural
areas patchily vegetated, some larger shrubs evident, and no till lines visible. Arena
appears abandoned, stables and disturbance footprint retracted somewhat.

County area: Slight increase in density of patchy pickleweed vegetation formation
(compared with 1980s) in western portion.

e 1/3/94: City area: Vegetation on fields and slopes has been cleared since 5/14/93
photo, with soils exposed over most of the area; arena and stable areas also appear to
have been lightly cleared.

County area: Vegetation patches easily detectable by the characteristic "rusty"
coloration of the pickleweed.


































































