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Sloat 2nd Parking Lot – Inside Sandbar Barrel – Alex Petrovich  Photo by Akana
Overview
Early in 2010, California was hit by a series of powerful winter storms, triggering widespread coastal erosion.  At Ocean Beach in San Francisco, 30 yards of coastal bluff washed away in the Sloat Blvd area.  A section of the shoreline road Great Highway fell onto the beach. The City moved quickly to protect the highway and a wastewater tunnel that runs underneath it. By spring, a 440 foot long revetment – essentially a wall of boulders - was placed on the beach.  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 opposed the rock revetment and/or what kind of long term solution do we propose.
History
In 1993 San Francisco completed a major renovation project of the Great Highway and its westside sewage infrastructure. New parking lots and restroom facilities were added to shoreline in the Sloat Blvd area. When the work was finished, 30-50 yards of sandy beach existed between the sea and the refurbished parking lots. 

Only two years later, a series of El Nino winters set in. Large storm waves hammered the Sloat shoreline, stripping sand away from the new parking lots.  Much of the beach had eroded. By 1996, DPW installed the first revetment.  
Surfrider SF and many folks from the community vigorously opposed the action at the time. Then Mayor Willie Brown responded by convening “The Ocean Beach Task Force” a government-community stakeholder group charged with recommending a solution for Sloat.  By 2002, the task force called for a plan of managed retreat (see graphic below).  Unfortunately, that plan was rejected by city agencies. Officials chose instead to back a sand nourishment pilot program run 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. The intent was for the sand to migrate shoreward, resulting in a rebuild of the beach.  Unfortunately, the effort was ineffective.

Meanwhile, the sandy shoreline continued to incrementally shrink throughout the 2000s. Today, waves now bounce off the revetment throughout most phases of the tidal cycle. This new development makes it very difficult for sand to replenish the beach. 
Coastal Processes and the Negative Impacts of Armored Shorelines:
Beaches such as Ocean Beach are highly dynamic systems. This means the shape of the shoreline and its high tide line naturally shift position from season to season, year to year. Erosion and sand replenishment (known as accretion) occur naturally. Coastal armor such as what we have Sloat alters these processes.  

The negative impacts of armoring are many. In addition to beach loss, there is diminished public access.  Having the public scale down loose concrete debris and boulders is unsafe. Additionally, there are safety issues for surfing, wading and swimming.  Rock can (and has moved) away from the toe of the revetments, creating underwater hazards.  
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Winter 2010: This part of the road eventually collapsed onto the beach. Photo: C. Calimpong
Environmentally, the placement of rocks at Sloat 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 Bank Swallow has lost nesting sites in the sandy bluffs. Finally, wave reflection off the revetment has created a backwash effect which degrades the surf on the inside sandbar.
What Kind of Solution Does Surfrider and Our Allies Advocate?
Historically, the southern end of the beach has always been prone to erosion. The challenge we have lies in the fact that fixed infrastructure was placed too close to the water. Surfrider, Save The Waves, The Golden Gate Audubon Society, The Committee to Save Ocean Beach, SF Bay Keeper, SF Bay Sierra Club and others all urge The City to embrace a managed retreat solution for the Sloat area.  Our vision of managed retreat involves a phased relocation of the parking lots, the road, and the wastewater tunnel that lies underneath.  As infrastructure is moved inland, a large sand dune barrier should be put in place.  With proper setback and sand dune construction, the protection of city assets and the restoration of the beach can both be attained.

There are several possible configurations of managed retreat for Sloat. Some are now being developed under the auspices of the San Francisco Planning and Urban Research Association’s “Ocean Beach Master Plan.” We hope to see the OB Master Plan conduct a thorough analysis of such alternatives. Ultimately, we believe when the long term environmental, recreational, cost and public safety factors are included in the analysis, a robust managed retreat plan will prove to be the best solution for the area.
Thank you!

Bill McLaughlin
Surfrider Foundation, San Francisco Chapter

Project Manager, Sloat Erosion Campaign

erosionob@gmail.com
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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.
