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4.1 Protection of Natural Habitats in the Santa Monica 

Mountains 
Author: Guangyu Wang1 

The coastal watersheds in the northern portion of Santa Monica Bay mainly encompass the Santa 
Monica Mountains, including more than a dozen streams and cutting through deep canyons and 
coastal lagoons. Most of these streams and canyons are small except for Malibu Creek, which 
extends well inland to the Simi Hills and drains approximately 67,000 acres of watershed into 
Malibu Lagoon. The complex topographic and geologic features of the region provide a backdrop 
to a diverse and increasingly rare complex of natural ecosystems adapted to the Southern 
California Mediterranean-type climate of wet winters and warm, dry summers. Vegetation types 
in the region include a variety of woodlands, valley oak savannas, grasslands, coastal sage scrub, 
southern willow scrub, several types of chaparral, wetlands, and coastal marshes (Figure 4.1-1). 
These highly diverse plant assemblages provide habitat for abundant wildlife including fifty 
species of mammals, nearly 400 species of birds, and over 35 species of reptiles and amphibians 
(Cooper and Hamilton 2012).  
 
The recent history of the Santa Monica Mountains has continuously been marked by the tug of 
war between conservationists and private development interests. Thanks to the efforts of early 
and present-day visionaries, large areas of intact habitat still remain in the Santa Monica 
Mountains, especially in the upper reaches of the streams, an extraordinary fact given the dense 
urban development that surrounds the area. By the latest account in 2014, more than half of the 
52,000-acre area in the County’s unincorporated coast zone is now publicly owned parkland 
under various levels of protection.  
 
While there are still management issues involving levels of public access and recreational use on 
the protected public lands, the number one challenge comes from the impacts of new and 
existing developments in the unprotected areas. The unprotected areas comprise more than 90 
percent rural-residential lots and a small percentage of parcels allowing limited small-scale 
commercial development (Figure 4.1-2). The parcels range in size from less than 0.2 acres (10,000 
square feet) to parcels of 80 acres or more. According to a California Coastal Commission report, 
a typical single-family residence in the area will disturb an average of 4-5 acres of land, inherently 
degrading habitat; this includes a mandatory 200-foot brush-clearance zone around the structure 
to meet fire code (CCC 2014). The impacts of developing in these areas include loss and 
fragmentation of the native habitat, introduction of invasive species, erosion and sedimentation, 
and impairment of water quality. Native vegetation is often replaced with exotic plants. 
Construction of new residences, and associated infrastructure if done improperly, will contribute 
to increased runoff and sediment loading. Impacts on habitats and water quality can be far worse 
if the developments are close or adjacent to riparian corridors or wetlands. Furthermore, because 
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most of the areas are not feasible for sewer hookup, septic systems are usually installed and may 
cause bacterial and nutrient contamination if not maintained properly.  
 
In 2014, a local coastal program (LCP) for the unincorporated area of the Santa Monica Mountains 
was adopted by the California Coastal Commission and certified by the Los Angeles County Board 
of Supervisors (LACDRP 2014). It is hailed as a great victory for people advocating for habitat 
conservation and is also historically significant, as it is the first time a state-certified plan has been 
put in place that regulated future development and land use in the area. The new LCP sets more 
stringent standards for new development through many new policy provisions, limiting the 
number of subdivisions and the increase of minimum lot size (“downzoning”), and limiting the 
maximum building site (disturbed area) not to exceed 10,000 sq. ft./parcel, or 25 percent of the 
parcel size, whichever is less. The LCP also includes new, stronger requirements for stormwater 
BMPs, positioning of on-site wastewater treatment systems, erosion prevention, slope 
stabilization, and ridgeline protection.  
 
More significantly, the LCP adopts a strong biological resource protection approach under the 
principle that protection of habitats is critical to the ecological vitality, and the preservation of 
ecological diversity takes priority over other development policies or standards (LACDRP 2014). 
Under this approach, all habitats are mapped and designated into three habitat categories (H1-
H3) for the Santa Monica Mountains segment of the county’s coastal zone. A new policy was 
established prohibiting new development, with the exception of a few limited uses, on habitats 
of highest biological significance and sensitivity (H1), covering almost all woodlands, streams, 
wetlands, and many other native habitat types. Strict development regulations are also enacted 
to avoid, or minimize and fully mitigate, impacts to the habitat by new development and to 
protect the habitat in other categories from significant disruption of habitat values. In addition, 
the LCP establishes requirements for a buffer zone between development sites and riparian 
habitats, disallowing fencing around private properties to protect wildlife corridors. 
 
Besides single-family residential development, vineyard and equestrian facilities are the next two 
major issues. The Santa Monica Mountains have a long history of equestrian uses, including 
equestrian trail riding and the keeping of equines for personal and recreational use. There are 
existing confined animal facilities for equestrian use scattered throughout the area, either as a 
primary use or accessory to residential development. The keeping of horses and other equines is 
an important part of the rural character of the area and is recognized as such in the LCP. The 
management approach is not to eliminate equestrian facilities but to ensure the corrals, barns, 
riding rings, etc. are properly placed and maintained to prevent runoff and other types of damage 
to streams. The new LCP now requires owners to obtain a permit to ensure their facilities meet 
the newly established and very stringent criteria, including setback requirements from streams, 
sloping criteria (no facility on a slope more than 3 to 1) and other BMPs. The county has adopted 
a phased approach to get facilities permitted first through outreach and encouragement. For 
facilities still failing to comply under this approach, the operation will have a forced sunset at a 
maximum of 24 years. 
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In contrast to equestrian facilities, development of vineyards is a more recent phenomenon. In 
the past, the planting of grapevines was sporadic, and done partially due to encouragement from 
fire departments as a fire-safe method of fuel modification. The number of vineyards started to 
sprout in 2006-2008, as some cash-strapped residents looked for alterative means to make a 
living, and as the popularity of small, craft-produced wines began to grow. However, if 
uncontrolled, the impacts of sprawling grape production are not limited to the consumption of 
water supply; such monoculture also results in the loss of ecological diversity, disruption of native 
habitats, and potential water quality impairment due to erosion and pollutant runoff. The new 
LCP has a prohibition on new vineyards. Only a small number of grapevines are allowed if planted 
in backyard gardens within fuel modification zones that allow irrigation.  
 
Looking ahead, the prospect for stronger and better protection of natural habitats and wildlife in 
the Santa Monica Mountains looks promising, assuming the county will follow through in 
implementing the new LCP and provide effective enforcement. Of course, the county is not the 
only responsible agency in the area. National Parks, California State Parks, Santa Monica 
Mountains Conservancy, City of Malibu and City of Los Angeles all have jurisdictions over land in 
the area. In addition, state regulatory agencies including the California Coastal Commission and 
the Los Angeles Regional Water Quality Control Board play a major role in protecting the natural 
resources and water quality in the region. Efforts by these jurisdictions and regulatory agencies, 
many in partnership with the Santa Monica Bay National Estuary Program (SMBNEP), have 
resulted in significant progress over the last five years. Major accomplishments include full 
restoration of the Malibu Lagoon, protection of more than 1,000 acres of natural habitats 
through land acquisition, and septic prohibition enacted for the Malibu Civic Center area.  
 
Despite these accomplishments there remain many challenges, including: continued water 
quality impairments resulting from storm water runoff and septic discharge; restoration of lost 
wetland habitats such as Topanga Lagoon; removal of remaining fish migration barriers, 
especially Rindge Dam for steelhead trout (Oncorhynchus mykiss); recovery of the California red 
legged frog (Rana draytonii), eradication of invasive species such as giant cane (Arundo donax), 
red swamp crayfish (Procambarus clarkii), and New Zealand mudsnail (Potamopyrgus 
antipodarum); and adaptation to the impacts of climate change. These challenges must all be 
addressed through concerted efforts by the county, cities, and state resource management and 
water quality regulatory agencies.                                                             
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Figure 4.1-1. Vegetation distribution in the Santa Monica Mountains. Map Credit: National Park Service. 
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Figure 4.1-2. Land uses in the Santa Monica Mountains. Map Credit: National Park Service. 
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