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Figure 1 
Trash on the disposal site.   

 
Issue: 
 
 During the California Edison offset project soils were dredged from the bottom of the San 
Dieguito Lagoon. The dredged soils were deposited on a hillside creating an environment where 
plants cannot grow. With no plant growth there is little habitat for animals.  
 
Background: 
 

Estuaries are important areas of habitat because they offer places for animals to 
reproduce (Exploring Estuaries). They are hotspots for biological growth, and with more and 
more of them disappearing due to development, it is important now, more than ever to save these 

scarce habitats (About 
Estuaries). Many estuaries 
have been developed in 
San Diego, and the State, 
making preservation and 
conservation of these 
important habitats 
imperative (Graham). One 
of these developed 
estuaries is the San 
Dieguito Estuary in Del 
Mar. The development 
over the past century 
resulted in the diversion of 
the inlet of the estuary, as 

well as the addition of 
croplands, and residential 
development, ant at one 

point even an airport (Storm H2O).  As development, and population increased in San Diego so 
did energy demands, prompting the construction of the San Onofre Nuclear Generating Station.  
The plant was built in the early 1980’s, with the plan calling for the use of seawater to cool the 
reactors (U.S. Nuclear Plants). The use of water to cool the reactors caused fish and their larva to 
be sucked into the intake, and exposed to such high temperatures that they died (Southern 
California Edison, 2005). In order to mitigate this impact the San Dieguito River Park offset 
project was designed.  
 
 When ground broke on the San Dieguito River Park, hopes were high for creating a 
working ecosystem in an area that was previously ravaged by development (Southern California 
Edison).   One component of this was the deepening of a channel to better support fish life and 
spawning (Southern California Edison). To deepen the channel dredging took place, resulting in 
a large amount of excess soil for disposal (Southern California Edison). The top layer of the soil 
was deemed to be too fine for beach replacement, and thus was considered dredge spoil 



Figure 2 
This picture captures what the site looked like prior to the onset 
of the project. There is clearly no plant growth, and the site was 
littered with trash.  

(Southern California Edison)  The disposal plan called for approximately 1.5 acres of land to 
serve as a disposal site, 
where the dredge spoil 
was to be deposited 
(Southern California 
Edison, 2005). A 
critical mistake was 
made in the final stages of 
the project in not 
planting, or using 
erosion control in the 
disposal site. Native 
plants are important to 
keep in the site because 
they offer habitat to the 
birds and animals that 
live in the area, in 

addition to stabilizing 
the hillside (Use of 
native plants on federal 
lands). That was in the 
mid 1990’s, now, more 
than a decade later, the fate of the project is in different hands. Erosion plagues the area, and 
with no plants to stabilize the site the problem will only compound.  
 
Significance: 
 
 Though the offset project was well intentioned, there was little concern for how the 
excavated materials were disposed of. This is apparent when looking at the disarray of the site 
that was studied. There was litter and trash strewn over the area, and little to no vegetation to 
speak of, clearly illustrated in Figure 1.  The state of the offset project site was a result of 
California Edison giving little concern to where the soils were deposited, and how they were 
disposed of. All of this occurred during an offset project that was touted as ‘unique’ and 
‘groundbreaking’; in actuality, the offset project just moved the problem from one location to 
another.  
 
Ethical Principles: 
 
  The way the disposal was handled in this case goes against the principals of the offset 
project. The offset project was designed to benefit the wildlife, but in the disposal site it clearly 
harmed the animals. This brings up the ethical question, was California Edison wholly invested 
in the success of the offset project, or were they merely trying to put in the bare minimum to 
satisfy government regulators?  Additionally, it is our responsibility, as humans who have used 
the earth to grow powerful, to also protect the earth from ourselves. If we do not consider the 
fundamental resources that all living beings on this planet need, we are not fulfilling our 
responsibilities. 



Figure 3 
Newly posted No Trespassing sign.  Fiber rolls and sand bags 
can be observed behind the fence.  

 
 
 
Stakeholders: 
 
 The stakeholders and the harm that was inflicted are clear in this case. The animals that 
once peacefully lived in this area can no longer live in the disposal site due to the lack of 
vegetation. Without the vegetation, the animals have nowhere to nest, live and reproduce.  
Furthermore, the area has become littered with trash , making the area even more inhospitable to 
animals.  
  
 With this area no longer hospitable to animal nesting where will the animals move too? 
Remember the site is in Del Mar, so can we expect the displaced animals to move into the 
racetrack, or into someone’s backyard?  So many habitats has been developed, and thus 
destroyed in the area that it is quite possible that the displaced animals will move into the fore 
mentioned locations, and eventually face extinction if the problem persists. These locations are 
clearly not the most ideal, so some form of mitigation should be considered to clean the disposal 
area.  
  
 There is also a second stakeholder in this issue: the residents of the surrounding area. The 
disposal location is an eyesore in a beautiful area.  With more and more of the country’s natural 
space being depleted, it is important to cherish the open space that we still have. Part of 
cherishing the open space is ensuring that it is as natural as possible, and it is clear that the 
disposal site is not.  The negative impacts on this stakeholder are substantially less impactful 
than those on the animals, but should be equally considered, and could both be solved if 
resources were properly allocated.  
 
Solution: 
 
  There are two 
solutions to this 
complex problem. The 
fist solution is to ensure 
that such a course of 
actions is not taken 
again. The best way to 
accomplish this is 
through tougher 
regulation on the 
Environmental Impact 
Report (EIR). Before 
the EIR for this project 
was accepted there 
should have been a 

comprehensive review 
of not only what 



Figure 4 
Native plants about to be planted. Grass that is on the left of the 
picture was not planted, but sprouted after the fiber rolls were 
installed.   

materials were being excavated, but also were they are disposed of.  If such a course of action is 
not taken more problems will be created similar to this one.  
 
The second solution is to mitigate the existing disposal site. Due to state budget cuts the land 
managers (Department of Fish and Game) did not have the time to design a mitigation project, 
nor the labor to complete it. I saw this as the perfect opportunity to step in and create my own 
solution, and I did. In partnership with my Boy Scout Troop (Troop 271) and my school, I 
designed a project that would use both native plants and mechanical erosion control to address 
the issue in a two part approach.  
 
Part One: Artificial/Mechanical Erosion Control: 

 
Here fiber rolls will be used to filter the sediments running off the hillside. The rolls will also 
slow the water, preventing further erosion. In addition, gravel bags will be used to fill in the 

existing trenches; the bags 
will also filter sediment, as 
well as retain soils inside 
the property. These two 
methods, working in 
tandem, will be critical to 
the short-term control of 
the site. With the limited 
rain in the area, combined 
with the high-density use of 
fiber rolls and gravel bags, 
the solution will be 
effective for two to three 
years. At the end of their 

functional lifecycle, the 
existing site managers will 
dispose of them in the 
proper manner.  

 
 
Part Two: Natural Erosion Control:   

 
Here native plants will be introduced; the plants’ primary purpose is to serve as the long-term 
solution to the erosion problem. The plants roots will serve as a means of permanent 
stabilization, preventing erosion in the future.  In addition to the benefit afforded by stabilizing 
the soils, the plants will also bring a seed source to germinate more native plants. Furthermore, 
the plants will create a habitat for birds and other animals that previously did not exist.  
 

In total 1100 feet of fiber rolls and 200 gravel bags were installed, as well as over 100 
native plants being planted (see Figure 3 and 4).  Additionally, all the trash was removed from 
the site, and no trespassing signs were installed to deter illegal activity that could further destroy 
the area. To complete the project more than 300  hours of community service took place. The 



project has been completed for about two months, and is already showing promising signs: new 
plants have begun to sprout and more wildlife can be seen in the area. This mitigation project 
was an easy, time and cost effective process that could be easily repeated for similar sites.  
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