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Winter 2010: This part of the road eventually collapsed onto the beach. Photo: C. Calimpong
Overview
Early in 2010, much of California was battered by a series of powerful winter storms.  Coastal erosion was widespread.  At Ocean Beach in San Francisco, the area south of Sloat Boulevard was hit particularly hard. Up to 30 feet of sandy bluff washed away exposing large amounts of concrete debris. The southbound lane of the Great Highway was undermined and fell onto the beach. On January 15th a declaration of emergency was issued by the SF Department of Public Works (SFDPW) to protect City infrastructure in area.  In addition to the Great Highway, a wastewater tunnel that runs underneath that road was in danger of being unearthed.  Acting under emergency powers, the agency began construction of a 440 foot long wall of boulders (or rock revetment) to halt the erosion and to protect the tunnel and what remained of the road.  Surfrider Foundation San Francisco Chapter and Save the Waves Coalition joined forces to oppose the revetment.  Both groups argued instead for the use of sandbags as a temporary fix while a more sustainable long-term plan could be drafted and implemented. Many in the community have asked why we oppose the rock revetment and/or what kind of long term solution do our groups advocate to address the problem.
Some Important Background Info
Beaches such as Ocean Beach are highly dynamic systems. The shape of the shoreline and its high tide line naturally shift position from season to season, year to year.  Historically, the southern end of the beach has always been prone to erosion.  Before western civilization arrived, the sand berm near Sloat would periodically erode, allowing Lake Merced to spill into the Pacific Ocean.  As recent as the early 1900’s, the high tide line at Wawona St. was located at what it is today 48th Avenue.   The recent erosion problem therefore lies in the fact that fixed infrastructure (the road, parking lots and wastewater tunnel) were placed in an unstable area.  

In the early 1990s San Francisco completed a large and costly renovation project of the Great Highway and its west side sewage infrastructure. When the work was initially completed in 1993, thirty yards of dry sandy beach lay in front of both Sloat area parking lots.  The concrete debris and fill now visible were buried under a constructed sand dune and the two parking lots.  When the El Nino winters of the mid to late 1990s hit, large sections of the north parking lot and much of the 30 yard sandy stretch had eroded.  DPW responded by installing the first quarry stone revetment.  Surfrider SF and many folks from the community opposed the action at the time. In response, Mayor Willie Brown convened “The Ocean Beach Task Force” a government-community stakeholder group charged with recommending a solution for the Sloat erosion problem.  By 2002, the OBTF recommended a plan of Managed Retreat (see graphic below).  Unfortunately, that plan was rejected by The City.  Instead, officials backed a pilot project by the Army Corps of Engineers.  Sand dredged from the Golden Gate shipping channel was dumped into the near shore water off of Sloat boulevard, in the hopes that the sand would migrate shoreward, resulting in a rebuild of the beach.  Unfortunately, the plan was ineffective.

Meanwhile, the high tide line continued to incrementally advance shoreward throughout the 2000s to the point we are at today.  Now, virtually the entire beach we once had at Sloat is gone, completely submerged except during the lowest tides.  Data collected by the USGS confirms the recent erosion trend:  http://pubs.usgs.gov/of/2007/1217/ (see executive summary of major findings). Given the long term projections in sea level rise, and current City policy, we may never see the beach in this area return.  
Why Surfrider and Save The Waves Oppose Using Rock to Protect the Infrastructure:
Our organizations understand that it is DPW’s job to protect vital City infrastructure. We just believe relocation of infrastructure is a better way of handling the problem.  The negative impacts of coastal armoring are many. At Sloat, we have already lost an important stretch of beach for recreation.  There are safety and public access issues when people must scale loose concrete debris and boulders to get to and from the water.  
Rock debris has already drifted away from the toe of the artificial bluff, creating underwater hazards in the shorebreak.  For surfing, a backwash effect has developed as waves have begun rebounding off the revetment, degrading the wave at Sloat’s inside bar.  
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Sloat 2nd Parking Lot – Inside Sandbar Barrel – Alex Petrovich  Photo by Akana
Environmentally, the placement of rocks has reduced the habitat of two California bird species listed as threatened – the Snowy Plover and the Bank Swallow. The Plover has lost foraging area, and the Swallow has lost nesting sites.

Finally, rock revetments also tend to negate natural beach regeneration. As the high tide line advances and waves start to bounce off the rock (like the conditions we have now), a scouring hole is typically produced.  This condition inhibits the beach from rebuilding in front of the structure. Also, other sand migration patterns are disrupted.
Ultimately, rock structures will not stop sea level rise:  The ocean will continue to move shoreward, regardless of what stands in the way. We are on a trajectory in which the public will end up losing its beach, and then be stuck with the bill for costly reinforcements and maintenance of the armored structure. 
What Kind of Solution Save the Waves and Surfrider Advocate?
Surfrider, Save The Waves, The Committee to Save Ocean Beach, The Golden Gate Audubon Society and OBSF all urge the City to embrace a Managed Retreat solution for the Sloat area.  Our vision of Managed Retreat involves moving some amount of fixed infrastructure inland to provide space for the ocean to find its natural high tide line. In the south Sloat area this would mean a pull back and/or relocation of the parking lots, the road, and the wastewater tunnel that lies underneath.  As infrastructure is relocated, a large sand dune barrier should be put in place.  With proper setback and sand dune construction, the protection of city infrastructure and the beach can be attained.

There are several detailed configurations available under Managed Retreat. These proposals are currently being developed under the auspices of the San Francisco Planning and Urban Research Group’s “Ocean Beach Master Plan.” Ultimately, we believe the Master Plan should bring forth a thorough analysis of Managed Retreat solutions for Sloat.  Surfrider contends that when long term environmental, recreational and public safety factors are included in an analysis, Managed Retreat will prove to be the most sensible solution for the area.
Join Surfrider SF, Save The Waves and Others In Calling For Managed Retreat:

The SPUR led Ocean Beach Master Plan process is currently underway.  You have a chance to weigh in on this issue. Please sign up with SPUR to be notified for the next public workshop.


www.spur.org/ocean-beach
Facebook: Ocean Beach Master Plan (San Francisco)
twitter: @planoceanbeach  
SPUR workshops are designated for the public to provide input on the Sloat issue as well as other Ocean Beach management issues.  It is critical that our community participate in these meetings.  For more details on this issue as well as breaking news please continue to check this blogsite or Save the Waves’ website: http://savethewaves.org.  
Thank you!
Bill McLaughlin

Surfrider Foundation, San Francisco Chapter

Erosion Committee Project Manager
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What a restored dune at Sloat could look like.  This is a drawing of the original Managed Retreat proposal (early 2000s) by engineering firm Phillip Williams and Associates; submitted to City officials by the Ocean Beach Task Force.   Note the pullback of the road and south parking lot.
