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WHEREAS, the Director of the Department of Parks and Recreation has
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Big Sur State Park; and : '

WHEREAS, this document reflects long-range development plans to provide
for optimum use and enjoyment of the unit as well as the protection of its quality,
resources and diversity;

NOW, THEREFORE, BE IT RESOLVED that the California State Park and
Recreation Commission hereby approves the Department of Parks and Recreation’s
Pfeiffer Big Sur State Park Preliminary General Plan, dated May 1999, subject {0
such environmental changes as the Director of Parks and Recreation shall
determine advisable and necessary to implement the provisions of said plan.
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campsites in Main Camp that within & five year period substitute overnight
accommodations would be provided such that the number of overnight
accommodations would be neither increased nor decreased in Pleiffer.”
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INTRODUCTION TO THE UNIT

Location

Pfeiffer Big Sur State Park is located in Monterey County, about 26 miles south of the Monterey
Peninsula. The north-south running Big Sur Coast Highway One serves as the only access to the
Park. Highway One bisects the Park, placing approximately 15 percent of its total 962 acres to the west of
the highway.

Pfeiffer Big Sur State Park lies on the western slope of the Santa Lucia Mountain Range, one of
California’s most rugged landscapes. It is bounded on the east and northeast by Los Padres National
Forest and its Ventana Wilderness. A combination of National Forest and private property, most of
which is undeveloped, borders the west side of the Park. While the Park does not reach the Pacific
Ocean, the Big Sur River, which meanders through the primary public use portions of the Park, flows
the few remaining miles northwest, reaching the Pacific at Andrew Molera State Park.

The entire Big Sur area is rural and remote, often being isolated during winter storms or during the
fire season as the narrow and winding Highway One is easily closed. The central Big Sur area is
sparsely populated with probably fewer than 1,000 full-time and seasonal residents.

The Park’s diverse terrain, ranging from river corridors to wind-blown mountain tops and open
meadows, is able to support a wide range of plant species. Redwood, oak, bay and willow are most
prominent in some areas, while chaparral, coastal scrub and a palette of colorful wildflowers occupy
many of the more open and rugged mountainsides.

In 1933, Pfeiffer Big Sur State Park was established from the original campground and lodge facilities
which the Pfeiffer family had established in the early part of the 20® century. During its early years as
a State Park, access was significantly more difficult than it generally is today. Visitation was limited to
those willing to face a narrow, winding road that led to the redwoods and rivers of Big Sur.

Today, getting to Pfeiffer Big Sur State Park can still prove trying and occasionally impossible. But a
paved highway and modern automobiles, combined with a ten-fold increase in the population of
California and a growing national and international demand for recreation opportunities, have created
a level of public use of the Park that could not have been foretold 65 years ago. Additionally, a local
population, although relatively small, places year-round demands upon the Park’s resources, demands
that were nonexistent a half century ago.

Most of the development and visitor use are concentrated along the Big Sur River corridor and on
the adjacent river terraces. The Park is very popular during summer, with usually full campgrounds
and substantial numbers of day-use visitors. Since 1981, with the exception of 1983, total annual
visitor attendance, including concession visitation, has exceeded 350,000, with a high 0f 524,000 in
1989. Significant downswings in visitation can occur when late summer fires or winter storms close
the Park anywhere from several days to several months at a time. For example, overall attendance in
1995/96 was 426,000 and in 1996/97 it was 425,000; but in 1997/98 an approximate four month,
weather-caused road closure was responsible for driving visitation down to 379,000 for what other-
wise appeared to be an above normal attendance year.

See Figure I: Pfeiffer Big Sur State Park Location and Boundary Map
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Purpese Acquired

Pfeiffer Big Sur State Park was established in 1933 mn order to protect the natural and scenic re-
sources for which it had become renowned. The Park’s prime resource is one of the most accessible
of the southernmost groves of coastal redwoods in California. While much of the area was logged
during the late 19" and early 20" centuries, old growth redwoods remain, mixed among stands of
statuesque second growth trees, many of which rival the old growth trees in height.

A second prime resource is the Big Sur River that through the eons has carved its meandering path
through the steep coastal mountains and allowed its alluvial sands to create meadows and open flats
of riparian habitat. The steeply rising mountains on the eastern border of the Park provide a backdrop
for the redwoods that stand in the protected, narrow river valley. An understory riparian forest flour-
ishes in the same moist soils, provxdmg arich and diverse habitat able to support a wide variety of
native wildlife.

Recreation opportunities abound within the Park, having expanded through the years from the origi-
nal limited camping, fishing and hiking. Today’s activities range from family camping, either in tents
or RVs, and simple enjoyment of quiet solitude, to rock scrambling and bicycling. During summer, the
relatively tranquil Big Sur River provides a focal point attraction for the Park’s campers and day-
users alike looking to wade and swim in its cool, clear waters. Group picnic areas and a softball field
draw both local residents as well as non-locals. Many miles of trails offer access to backcountry
seclusion and to unparalleled mountaintop vistas of the Pacific Ocean.

Interpretive programs afford the public an understanding of park values and of the sensitivity and
complexity of the natural balance nature has established within lands protected by the Park. Interpre-
tation embraces the cultural as well as the natural history of this special State Park, placing into a
modern context the value of protecting and preserving that which we cannot improve upon.

Following the classification of the unit as a State Park in May, 1963, a declaration of purpose
for Pfeiffer Big Sur State Park was adopted in January 1965. The original declaration of
purpose, most of which remains valid today, reads as follows:

“The purpose of Pfeiffer Big Sur State Park is to make available to the people for-
ever, for their inspiration, understanding, and enjoyment, an outstanding segment of
the Monterey County coast, extending from the Ventana Wilderness Area to the sea.
Included in this integral unit are the Big Sur River, coast redwoods, wooded canyons,
coastal mountains, ocean beaches, and headiands. All scenic, natural, and historical
values of the park are protected.

The function of the Division of Beaches and Parks at Pfef]j’er Big Sur State Park is to
manage the resources of the park in such a manner as to insure their perpetuation; o
provide facilities and services required for appropriate public recreational activities;
to interpret the park resources fully and effectively; and to acquire lands needed to

embrace and protect the stated values; all in accordance with the declared purpose.”

At the time this declaration was written the Department was studying expansidn of the Park to
the north and west of its original boundary. Ultimately, the State Park System did not acquire
the beachfront west of the Park. In addition, subsequent to the original declaration, the name
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of the Department was changed from the Division of Beaches and Parks to the Department of
Parks and Recreation.
(See revised Deciaration of Purpose: page 39)

Sense of Place

The spiritual essence of California’s grand redwoods is captured within the boundaries of Pfeiffer Big
Sur State Park, very near the limit of the trees’ natural southernmost distribution. As the centerpiece
State Park of the magnificent Big Sur coast, the Park serves a wider, statewide role as one of the key
showcases for these venerable, giant redwoods, displaying the magnificence and beauty that nature
has bestowed upon them. Although only arelatively few old growth redwoods survive among the
forest of maturing second growth trees, there exists the feeling of an ancient forest standing guard
over the meandering Big Sur River.

As the excitement and crowds of summer thin to a few off-season campers, a quietness pervades the
venerable redwood groves. The rustie of leaves, the chatter of a squirrel, the chance glance of a deer
or much rarer mountain lion, especially along the back country trails, mark the beginning of renewal
for the Park. Winter’s coming rains wash clean the river, adding wrinkles of time to the hillsides and
cliffs as the rushing waters push a new supply of much needed sand toward the Pacific Ocean. Water
soaks the ground quenching summer’s long thirst as the roots of redwoods and oaks, alders and
sycamores drink deep in anticipation of the coming spring’s growth. As winter’s rains wane, the cycle
of life begins anew as wildflowers burst forth spreading their future descendents across the broad
mountains and narrow valleys. Seeds fall from trees and delicate new growth springs from the tips of
branches and from the brown coat of mother earth. Then it’s time for the returning crowds of summer
and for the cycle to repeat. -

Nearly 100 years have passed since the human intervention began to have any sigmificant impacts on’
the annual cycle of renewal here. Now, each year, as increasing numbers of visitors come to enjoy the
beauty and the solitude, nature struggles to recover from their unintentional impacts. With the popu-
larity of State Parks continuing to increase, as does the population of California and her citizens’
demands for quality recreational experiences, original management strategies no longer can protect
the valuable natural and cultural resources of Pfeiffer Big Sur State Park.



PURPOSE OF GENERAL PLANS

The team members who prepared this General Plan carefully reviewed the current state of Pfeiffer Big
Sur State Park. Their evaluation focused on the changing forces of human use and included the
present facilities and infrastructure as they relate to and impact the Park’s natural and cultural re-
sources. That evaluation resulted in the 1dentification of long-term goals for protecting, : and in some
cases, re-creating the environmental health of Pfeiffer Big Sur State Park.

This document will not attempt to identify specific steps for meeting its identified goals, but instead it
will provide general guidelines toward fulfilling them. For some issues that are raised, generalized
alternative directions for goal oriented action will be presented. The specifics of implementation will
be left to follow-up management plans that will include the necessary detailed planning documenta-
tion, mciuding the gathering of baseline data, and which will require additional public and government
agency scrutiny in order to ensure adherence to the goals presented and approved within this General
Plan. Such additional planning work will include:

‘0

? A plan for renewing and protecting the newly identified Redwood Grove management area of the
Park;

» A plan for renewing and protecting the Big Sur River corridor riparian habitat;

A prescribed fire management plan;

A concession operation plan designed to better integrate its operation into meeting overall park needs

while reducing impacts on visitors not seeking its services;

%+ A trail plan that will identify the needs for new and revamped trails able to better serve the public
while protecting the resources;

<% Aunit-wide interpretive plan;

% A housing plan that will address the needs of both concession and Park employees;

%+ A traffic management plan that will speak to traffic flow and parking issues;

% A campground redevelopment plan that will address the needs for alternative overnight accommo-
dations without increasing the current overall numbers of individual accommeodations; and

¢ A Park administrative and operations facility plan that will identify needed facilities and their appropriate

locations either within or outside the Park.

0’0

3

s

+
ot

This General Plan, in conjunction with the above and other future management plans, endeavors to
restore and maintain Pfeiffer Big Sur State Park’s natural and cultural resources, while allowing for
continued public use and enjoyment of this most valuable treasure. It is a job that will require the
ability of management to respond appropriately as new opportunities to meet the overall goals of this
General Plan present themselves. This General Plan allows for creative, yet strategic responses.

See Figure 3: General Plan Goals
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UNIT SUMMARY

Introduction

Pfeiffer Big Sur State Park is a relatively small State Park with high-intensity visitor-serving and park
operations facilities filling much of the Park’s flat or gently sloping land, which is located primarily along the
river corridor and within redwood and riparian vegetation zones. Land uses of different kinds abut one
another throughout the valley and lower slopes of the mountains over which the Park’s boundaries run.

Existing Land Use

There are five different primary land uses within the State Park:
<+ visitor day-use

visitor overnight

concession operations

park operations

open space

+,

. . *, *
LR R M R

Many of these differing and conflicting land uses are buffered from one another by the Big Sur River
or by abrupt changes in elevation. Presently, the Big Sur River serves to separate visitor overnight use
from visitor day-use, with day-use activities occurring north of the river and camping facilities located
to the south. Concession related activities dominate the Lodge with its large parking area and the
Cottage complex on the hill above the Park entrance. Land dedicated to park operations is scattered
throughout the Park, with the larger portions (staff housing, the waste water treatment plant, the
maintenance yard, etc.) located mainly north and west of visitor use areas. Open space areas occupy
the steep slopes of the scenic mountains swrrounding the Park’s developed areas, as well as a few
small flats on the valley floor.

Even within the identified land uses some overlap occurs. For example, concession operations include
visitor overnight accommodations, and both visitor day-use and visitor overnight (concession or Park
provided) have impacts on park operations and on open space.

See Figure 2. Existing Land Use

Adjacent Land Use

The majority of Pfeiffer Big Sur State Park is bordered by National Forest Lands, including a small
portion of the Ventana Wilderness. There are private, mostly undeveloped parcels, located primarily
on the Park’s southern and western boundaries.

Big Sur Multi-Agencv Facility
The Big Sur Multi-Agency Facility (MAF) and the lands it occupies are not included in this General

Plan. In 1987, a Joint Powers Agreement was entered into by State Parks, Caltrans and the U.S.
Forest Service to share funding for the construction and operation of the MAF at Pfeiffer Big Sur
State Park. The MAF complex encompasses 10.95 acres total; 8.39 acres owned by State Parks, plus
a one-acre and a 1.56 acre parcel owned by Caltrans. That portion of the MAF which was con-
structed on the 8.39 acres of Pfeiffer Big Sur State Park was administratively removed from the State Park.
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The MAF is used, in part, for administrative offices and seasonal housing purposes by State Parks staff
assigned to the Big Sur Sector. It is also used by the U.S. Forest Service for seasonal and permanent
employee housing, administration and operations. Caltrans utilizes operational facilities, storage areas and
permanent housing at the MAF.

L.S. Forest Lands

The Park’s northern and eastern boundaries, along with smaller portions of its western boundary
abuts the Los Padres National Forest, with a small easternmost portion of the Park sharing its bound-
ary with the Ventana Wilderness. The southern park boundary and much of its western boundary,
fronts private property, most of it undeveloped.

Significant Resource Values

Pfeiffer Big Sur State Park was one of the earliest State Parks created following the establishment of
the modemn California State Park System in 1928. That early identification of this small portion of
Califormia as being a vital addition to the infant California State Park System was based on the unique
_ combination of its pioneering history and its cultural and natural resources, especially its groves of
redwoods and the Big Sur River.

Natural Resources Overview

The Central Coast’s rugged Santa Lucia Mountain Range is an ideal natural barrier that helps ensure
the continued protection of Pfeiffer Big Sur State Park’s natural resources. The Park’s steep moun-
tains and narrow river valleys have created small, protected havens for the redwoods that grow very
near their southernmost distribution. Within the Park, remnant old growth redwoods are mixed
among maturing second growth trees that grew to replace those logged during the late 19® and very
early 207 centuries. For those travelers coring from the south, this is generally their first opportunity
to experience redwoods of any consequential size. Only those visitors willing to travel another two or
more hours to Henry Cowell State Park, located in the mountains above Santa Cruz, have an oppor-
tunity to see larger and more concentrated stands of these venerable trees.

With the Park’s direct connection to the more than 167,000 acres of Ventana Wilderness, most mod-
ern development has been kept well outside the Park’s watershed. And with the Park’s easternmost
boundary adjoining either the boundaries of the Los Padres National Forest or the Ventana Wilder-
ness, the biocorridors that many State Parks depend upon for sustaining their native natural environ-
ments aiready exist.

Historical Influences on Plants and Animals

Pfeiffer Big Sur State Park s surrounded by open space, most of which is owned and man-
aged by the U.S. Forest Service. During the past 150 years, however, the Park’s plant and
animal communities still have been profoundly influenced by past activities mcluding logging;
industrial, residential, and recreational development; alteration of hydrologic regime; suppres-
sion of natural fires; invasion by exotic species; and cultivation. The net results of such acticns
and alterations most often created community plant compositions and stand structures that
could no longer support native wildlife. Extinctions, localized population extirpations and
population declines have been documented. Such land uses have also resulted in several species
becoming much more common.
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When used in landscaping, exotic plant species can detract from the natural appearance of a park
unit, become naturalized and displace native plant species, have lower habitat value for native
wildlife, be more prone to insect attack and disease and require permanent irrigation and greater
maintenance costs. Many exotic species have become naturalized in the Park and are successfully
competing with native species. The most affected areas include trailsides, campgrounds, day-use,
lodge and cottage facilities, Park housing and the small meadows adjacent to Highway One.

Sensitive Plant Species
Sensitive plant species are those that are listed by the U.S. Secretary of the Interior or the

California Fish and Game Comimission as rare, threatened, or endangered; or are designated
by the California Native Plant Society (CNPS) as either meeting the criteria for isting or as
being potentially threatened and are included on a “watch list.”

The California Native Plant Society identifies five plant species known to occur at Pfeiffer Big
Sur State Park as sensitive. Two of these, Arroyo Seco bushmallow (Malacothamnus palmeri
var. lucianus) and Hutchinson’s larkspur (Delphinium huichinsoniae), are federally listed as
species of concern. None are state listed.

Chorizanthe douglasii Douglas’ spineflower
Clarkia lewisii Lewis’ clarkia
Delphinium hutchinsoniae Hutchinson’s larkspur
Malacothamnus palmeri var. lucianis Arroyo Seco bushmallow
Ribes sericeum Santa Lucia gooseberry

In addition to sensitive species, there are numerous plants of special interest that occur within
the Park. These include: 1) coast redwood (Sequoia sempervirens) — near southern natural
range of the species; 2) Goldman’s dudleya (Dudleva cymosa ssp. minor) — near northern
limits of the species, and food and habitat for larvae of Doudorff’s elfin butterfly, an insect of
limited distribution; and 3) dune buckwheat (Eriogonum parvifolium) — near northern limits
of the species, and food and habitat for Smith’s blue butterfly (federally listed as endangered).
Including the three plants listed above, there are a total of 45 species occurring in the unit
which reach their southern (27 species) or northern (18 species) limits in or near Monterey
County.

Forty species of non-native or non-indigenous plants occur within the Park. Many of these
species constitute part of a weedy, annual flora associated with grasslands/meadows and other
areas subjected to disturbance. Other exotic spectes are perennial shrubs and trees that have
been planted in developed areas for landscaping or omamental purposes. Those areas where
exotic species are most abundant include trail sides, campgrounds, day use and lodge facihities,
Park housing, and the small meadows adjacent to and west of State Highway One. The exotic
species of most concemn and that have a potential for spreading are periwinkle (Vinca major),
Monterey cypress (Cupressus macrocarpa), French broom (Genista monspessulana), and
English ivy (Hedera helix).
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Hydrologic Resources
Springs and waterways are important features that can have natural, recreational, and aes-

thetic values. The Big Sur River is free flowing, relatively pristine, biotically diverse and species-rich.
Generally the Park’s riparian areas are fragile. Soil disturbance or loss of vegetation can significantly
increase sedimentation and degradation of the aquatic environment. Bacterial contamination of
surface waters is a potential health concern. Such hydrologic systems can be affected by land uses,
such as construction, mining, grazing, logging and recreation, which occur outside the Park bound-
aries, but within the watershed.

Natural rivers and streams have an equilibrium in which the watershed, length, slope, width,
floodplain, channel depth and bedform evolve in relationship with each other. Equilibrium is
expressed by the stream or river’s ability to transport the full amount of water and sediment
supplied by its watershed while maintaining natural patterns and dimensions. The equilibrium
denved from the proper relationship of one component with another determines the character
of the watercourse and results in a diversity of streambank and floodplain vegetation and
habitat necessary for both aquatic and terrestrial riparian life.

Geologic Resources
The U.S. Soil Conservation Service rates most of the soils in the Park as poorly suited for

development of buildings, roads and recreation facilities such as trails and camping areas. The
most commeon constraints are slope, depth to rock and thinness of the soil layer.

Three principal faults lie along this section of the coast. All are classified as potentially active
by the California Division of Mines and Geology. Given the proximity of the San Andreas fauit
zone 25 miles inland and the major faults parallel and/or contiguous with it, the Big Sur area
can expect earthquakes with a maximum Richter magnitude of 7.5.

There are a number of debris flows in the Park’s steep canyons. These are shallow landslides,
saturated with water, that travel rapidly downslope as muddy shurries. In the Park, debris
flows are largely the result of changes caused by fire in the tenuous equilibrium among steep
slopes, bedrock, soil, vegetation and rainfall.

Firein the Park

Plant communities in the park and on adjacent lands have evolved with fire, both natural and human-
caused. Wildfires were most often started by lightning in the late summer and early fall. Native
Americans used fire for clearing brush and as a plant management tool to promote the reproduction
and growth of native food sources. European settlers used fire for many of the same purposes.
Today, most wildfires occurring in the Big Sur area are set deliberately by arsonists or accidentally
by careless visitors.

Alteration of the natural fire regime can result in significant impacts to the native plant communities.
Fire exclusion favors more shade tolerant species and communities, decreasing the diversity of
vegetation and wildlife habitat and increasing fuel buildup. Conversely, frequent fires can result in
increased erosion, river sedimentation, and major shifis in vegetation type. Fire should be controlled
and used as a tool to restore species compostion and maintain plant communities. -
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Plant Communities and Related Animal Species

In describing the vegetation or total plant life of an area, vegetation types are generally characterized
by the growth form of their dominant species. Plant communities are groups of species which occur
together in each type of habitat. Twelve plant communities representing six vegetation types are
recognized at Pfeiffer Big Sur State Park. The Plant Communities map (Figure 4), additionally
identifies two of the Park’s plant communities (Mixed Evergreen Forest and Central Coast Cotton-
wood-Sycamore Riparian Forest) where major disturbance has occurred, primarily m developed
areas of the Park.

Each plant community provides habitat crucial to the survival of specific animal species.
Pfeiffer Big Sur State Park contains an assemblage of terrestrial vertebrates typical of
California’s Central Coast region. Most vertebrates occurring here are common and wide-
spread throughout California. However, due to the rugged and undeveloped nature of the
region, some species that are considered uncommon elsewhere in their range thrive here.
Biogeographically isolated as a result of topography and climatic change, the region also
exhibits strong endemism at the subspecific level (most apparent in reptiles and amphibians).
The Big Sur coast is at the edge of both northern and southern biogeographic regions with
faunal components of both overlapping here.

Pfeiffer Big Sur State Park lies in the transitional portion of the California coast where floral
and vegetation elements with both northern and southern affinities meet. Coast redwood
(Sequoia sempervirens) is nearing the southern limit of its present-day distribution here (the
limit is in the Los Padres National Forest approximately 30 miles fo the south). Coastal Sage
Scrub and Central Coastal Scrub approach their northem limits here; Northern Coastal Scrub,
which is strongly dominated by coyote brush, mountain lilac, salal, and huckleberries replaces
these types near Garrapata State Park, about 20 miles to the north,

Pfeiffer Big Sur State Park contains a rich assemblage of vertebrate species due to the variety
of habitats present in the unit. The Big Sur River, a perennial stream, dominates the Park and
provides excellent habitat for aquatic and terrestrial species.

The Big Sur coast is within the known range of 56 sensitive species of animals including
several currently listed as threatened or endangered and candidates for listing by both the state
and federal government. Of these, 18 species are confirmed or strongly suspected to occur at
Pfeiffer Big 'Sur State Park.

The following is a brief introduction to Pfeiffer Big Sur’s six vegetation types, their plant
communities and related animal species:

Vegetation Type: Scrub
1. Central Coastal Scrub Community
Central Coastal Scrub is a dense community of shrubs and is one of the most widespread
in the Big Sur area. Its dominant species of coyote bush, California sagebrush, monkey flower,
black sage and poison oak are found within the Park on xeric toe-slopes of Mt. Manuel, east of
the Big Sur River. '

2. Coastal SageﬁScmb Community
This community is dominated by California sagebrush and black sage. It is a more
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open habitat than Central Coastal Scrub and is found on more xeric, rocky slopes. It is
found toward the interior of the Park and is thought to continue inland to the slopes of
the Ventana Wildemss within Los Padres National Forest.

Related Animal Species

Scrub communities are the most common wildlife habitat types in Pfeiffer Big Sur State Park
and the surrounding lands, supporting numbers of vertebrate species roughly equivalent to those
in other shrub habitats. Dune buckwheat, a larval food plant for the endangered Smith’s blue
butterfly (Euphilotes enoptes smithi), occurs in coastal scrub habitat in the unit.

Vegetation Type: Chaparral

1.

Northern Mixed Chaparral Community

This is an evergreen plant community dominated by chamise, manzanita, and
mountain litac. It is widespread and differs from coastal scrub by its ten-foot height
and its increased density of vegetation. This community has wide distribution in
California and within the Park is found on the upper, ocean-facing slopes of Pfe-
iffer Ridge at the top of Buzzard’s Roost Trail.

Chamise Chaparral Community

Chamise Chaparral occupies south-facing slopes in the interior of the unit. This chap-
arral community is strongly dominated by chamise. It is typically found on sites
which are more xeric with shallow soils.

Blue Brush Chaparral Community

The mountain Iilac species blue brush and Carmel ceanothus form a second type of
chaparral at this unit—Blue Brush Chaparral. This community is found in situations
which are more mesic than the habitats of either Centra] Coastal Scrub or Northern
Mixed Chaparral, such as on north-facing slopes. In Pfeiffer Big Sur State Park it is
found on the ridge south of Pine Ridge Trail and in pockets within the Mixed Ever-
green Forest of the northeast-facing portion of Pfeiffer Ridge.

Related Animal Species

Wildlife species composition of chaparral in the Big Sur coastal region is similar to
other shrub habitats. Coast buckwheat, a larval food plant for th