SECTION 4.0: ENVIRONMENTAL SETTING
The purpose of this section is to provide, pursuant to provisions of the California Environmental Quality
Act (CEQA) and the State CEQA Guidelines, a “description of the physical environmental conditions in
the vicinity of the project, as they exist at the time the notice of preparation (NOP) is published, from both
a local and a regional perspective.” The environmental setting will provide a set of baseline physical
conditions from which the Lead Agency will determine the significance of environmental impacts
resulting from the proposed project.
The following provides a brief summary of the general environmental setting. Detailed discussions of the
environmental setting are provided by topic in Sections 5.1 through 5.17.
4.1

Regional Setting

The regional setting includes conditions in the central Orange County area of the greater Southern
California region.
4.1.1

General Land Use Setting

Rio Santiago is located in the City of Orange, north of East Santiago Canyon Road, east of Cannon Street,
south of Mabury Avenue, and contains approximately 110.0 acres. Figure 3-1, Regional Location Map,
provides the regional context. The site is located approximately 18 miles from the Pacific Ocean and
approximately 30 miles from the base of the San Gabriel Mountains. Orange County is generally located
on a coastal plain with connecting broad valleys and low hills to the east.
Urban development characterizes coastal Southern California. Within Orange County, there are 34
incorporated cities, including the City of Orange (City).
As of April 1, 2000, Orange County’s population reached 2,846,289, an increase of 435,733, or 18.1
percent from the 1990 Census. The official population estimate as of January 1, 2010 from the California
State Department of Finance is 3,166,461. The population percent change from 2000 to 2010 was 5.8
percent. Between 1990 and 2006, the City’s population increased from approximately 110,000 to
135,000. (Source: www.quickfacts.census.gov)
4.1.2

Air Quality Setting

The proposed project is located within the central portion of Orange County, which is part of the South
Coast Air Basin (SCAB). The SCAB includes all of Orange County as well as the non-desert portions of
Los Angeles, Riverside, and San Bernardino Counties. Orange County is located on a coastal plain with
connecting broad valleys and low hills to the east. Regionally, the SCAB is bounded by the Pacific
Ocean to the southwest and high mountains to the east forming the inland perimeter. The general region
lies in the semi-permanent, high-pressure zone of the eastern Pacific. As a result, the climate is mild,
tempered by cool sea breezes. Occasional periods of strong Santa Ana winds and winter storms interrupt
the otherwise mild weather pattern.
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Although the SCAB has a semi-arid climate, the air near the surface is typically moist because of the
presence of a shallow marine layer. Except for infrequent periods when dry air is brought into the SCAB
by off-shore winds (Santa Ana), the ocean affect is dominant. Periods of heavy fog are frequent and low
stratus clouds, often referred to as “high fog” or “overcast” are a characteristic climate feature.
Winds are an important parameter in characterizing the air quality environment of a project site because
they determine the regional pattern of air pollution transport and control the rate of dispersion near a
source. Daytime winds in Orange County are usually light westerly breezes from off the coast as air
moves regionally on-shore from the cool Pacific Ocean. These winds are usually the strongest in the dry
summer months. Nighttime winds in Orange County result mainly from the drainage of cool air off of the
mountains to the east. They occur more often during the winter months and are usually lighter than the
prevalent daytime winds. Between the periods of dominant airflow, periods of air stagnation may occur,
both in the morning and evening hours. Whether such a period of stagnation occurs is one of the critical
determinants of air quality conditions on any given day.
During the winter and fall months, surface high-pressure systems north of the SCAB combined with other
meteorological conditions, can result in very strong winds from the northeast (desert) that are called
“Santa Ana Winds.” These winds normally have durations of a few days before predominant
meteorological conditions are reestablished. The highest wind speed typically occurs during the afternoon
due to daytime thermal convection caused by surface heating. This convection brings about a downward
transfer of momentum from stronger winds aloft. It is not uncommon to have sustained winds of 60 miles
per hour (mph) with higher gusts and increased temperatures during Santa Ana Winds.
Rainfall in the project area varies considerably in both time and space. Almost all annual rainfall comes
from the fringes of mid-latitude storms from late November to early April, with late spring and summers
being (usually) almost completely dry.
4.1.2

Biological Resources Setting

The Natural Community Conservation Plan (NCCP) was adopted and approved by the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service (USFWS), California Department of Fish and Wildlife (CDFW), and participating
landowners and cities in 1996. The NCCP established a 37,000-acre reserve area (reserve), funding
mechanisms, a management program, and mitigation measures to protect sensitive species and habitat.
The reserve is administered by the Nature Reserve of Orange County, which includes representatives of
the USFWS, CDFW, participating landowners, and three (at-large) public members.
The reserve is near the eastern portion of the site on the north and south, and includes portions of Santiago
Hills II and the East Orange Planned Communities. The Central/Coastal NCCP also includes portions of
Irvine Regional Park, Peters Canyon Regional Park, and Santiago Oaks Regional Park. While the project
site is not within the boundaries of the reserve, it is within the area covered by the NCCP.
The Santiago Creek Watershed is approximately 99 square miles in area, measured from the point where
the stream enters the Santa Ana River in the City of Santa Ana up to the southwest-facing slopes of the
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Santa Ana Mountains in the Cleveland National Forest. Santiago Creek is a USGS blueline drainage that
supports regional flow from a significant upstream watershed that drains several major canyons
associated with the Santa Ana Mountains. The majority of canyon run-off from the Santa Ana Mountains
drains to the Santiago Reservoir which then conveys flow to the Villa Park Dam facility located
approximately 1.25 miles upstream of the project site. One major canyon feature known as Walnut
Canyon, and several minor canyon features associated with the adjacent Santa Ana Mountain foothills to
the north/northeast, also convey flow to Santiago Creek between the Villa Park Dam and the study area.
Flows conveyed through the study area ultimately discharge to the Pacific Ocean via the Santa Ana River.
4.1.3

Geological Setting

The project site is located in the northern portion of the Peninsular Ranges physiographic province, which
is characterized by a series of ranges separate by northwest trending valleys. Tectonic faulting occurs in
the province with most fault systems branching from the San Andreas Fault. Geology is characterized by
granite rock with intruding older metamorphic rock. This province extends into lower California and is
generally bounded on the east by the Colorado Desert, on the west by the Pacific Ocean, and on the north
by the Transverse Range geomorphic province.
4.1.4

Global Climate Change

According to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC 2007), climate change is a recorded
change in the average weather of the earth, measured by variables such as wind patterns, storms,
precipitation, and temperature, that lasts for a long period of time (i.e., decades or centuries). According
to overwhelming scientific consensus on the subject, climate change is already under way. Global
scientific research on climate change indicates very high confidence (i.e., at least 90 percent) that the rate
and magnitude of current global temperature changes are anthropogenic (i.e., human caused), and that
global warming will lead to adverse climate change effects around the globe. It is extremely unlikely
that global climate change of the past 50 years can be explained without the contribution from human
activities.
4.1.5

Historical Setting

The project site is located within the original historic borders of the Rancho Santiago de Santa Ana
(Rancho), the largest and oldest rancho in Orange County. The Rancho was founded in 1801 by Juan
Pablo Grijalva.
Due to the Great Depression, in combination with a catastrophic freeze and flood that decimated the
orange growing and processing industry in 1937-1938, Orange County experienced an economic decline
that lasted until the beginning of World War II. With many service members returning to California with
their families after the war, Orange County experienced its largest growth boom in the period between
approximately 1946 and 1960. The City of Orange grew from 3.8 square miles in 1952 to 8.3 square
miles in 1960 and the population more than doubled during this time. Most of the City’s expansion has
been to the north and east of the original townsite, known as “Old Town Orange,” bounded by Maple,
Grand, Almond, and Lemon Streets.
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4.1.6

Transportation Setting

A network of Federal and State freeways, toll roads, and local jurisdictional major arterials provides
vehicular transportation in the Southern California region. Freeways and toll roads in the general vicinity
of the site include: the Orange Freeway [State Route (SR) 57] and Newport Freeway (SR-55) west of the
site, the Riverside Freeway (SR-91) north of the site, the Eastern Transportation Corridor Toll Road (SR241) east of the site, the Santa Ana Freeway (Interstate I-5) south of the site, and the Garden Grove
Freeway (SR-22) to the west of the site. Major arterials include East Santiago Canyon Road to the south
and Cannon Street to the west of the project site.
The Southern California Regional Rail Authority (Metrolink) commuter train operates two corridors near
the project site: the 91 Line and the Orange County Line. The 91 Line runs parallel to the SR-91 freeway
and is located approximately four miles north of the project site and the Orange County Line
approximately five miles west of the site.
The regional airport near the project site is John Wayne Airport, which is approximately 10 miles south.
The project site is accessed via East Santiago Canyon Road.
4.1.7

Water Supply

The Metropolitan Water District of Southern California (MWD) is a wholesale water agency responsible
for providing supplemental water (water from sources other than local groundwater and surface water) to
agencies within its service area. MWD supplies imported water to Southern California from Northern
California and the Colorado River. As a wholesale agency, MWD finances, constructs, and operates the
pipelines and other facilities to transport water from its sources to the wholesalers’s area of service. The
water purveyors, such as the City Water Department, transport the water from MWD’s storage facilities
or distribution pipelines and provide water service to their retail customers.
The majority of the domestic water used in Orange County is from the groundwater basin managed by the
Orange County Water District (OCWD). In 1994, the OCWD prepared a Groundwater Management
Plan, which defines goals to increase basin water supplies, protect and enhance water quality, and
improve basin management for the purpose of increasing reliance on local water sources rather than
imported supplies. Existing water lines are located in the Santiago Canyon right-of-way south of the
project site. The water purveyor to serve the project site is the City Water Department.
4.2

Local Setting

The vicinity setting includes the Santiago Oaks Regional Park, Orange Park Acres (OPA), Mabury
Ranch, The Reserve, Jamestown, and overall City. The project site is bounded to the south across East
Santiago Canyon Road by residential development, a flower, fruit, and vegetable stand with associated
off-street parking, the Mara Brandman Arena site, and Salem Lutheran School. To the west the project
site is bounded by the closed County of Orange Villa Park Landfill site and across Cannon Street along
the northwest property line by residential development. A residential development bounds the project site
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to the north. The project site is bounded to the east by residential development and Santiago Oaks
Regional Park to the northeast.
4.2.1

Biological Resources

Santiago Creek runs through the proposed project. The majority of the southern portion of the proposed
project consists of severely and repeatedly disturbed habitat.
According to Appendix C, Biological Resource Assessment, the vegetation communities/habitat types
occur within the project site as illustrated in Figure 5.4-1, Plant Communities Map. These include: Coast
Live Woodland, Coastal Sage Scrub, Disturbed, Disturbed Habitat/Ruderal, Eucalyptus Woodland, Mined
Area, Non-Native Grassland, Ornamental, Southern Cottonwood-Willow Riparian Forest, and
Undifferentiated Open Woodland.
Due to its ability to support “Identified Species”, coastal sage scrub is a community that is covered under
the Natural Community Conservation Plan/Habitat Conservation Plan (NCCP/HCP). The project site
includes approximately 2.4 acres of coastal sage scrub. In addition, the project site supports
approximately 14.6 acres of southern cottonwood-willow riparian forest, which is a sensitive plant
community considered sensitive by the California Natural Diversity Database (CNDDB). Two sensitive
plant species have been reported within the project site: southern California black walnut (Juglans
californica) and southern tarplant (Centromadia pungens var. australis). Please refer to Technical
Appendix C Biological Resource Assessment for further detail.
Six sensitive wildlife species or NCCP/HCP species were observed on-site include: white-tailed kite
(Elanus leucurus), California horned lark (Eremophila alpestris actia), yellow-breasted chat (Icteria
virens), coastal California gnatcatcher, least Bell’s vireo, and coyote (Canis latrans). Due to the presence
of suitable habitat, focused surveys were conducted by PCR Services for arroyo toad, coastal California
gnatcatcher, least Bell’s vireo, and southwestern willow flycatcher. Please refer to Technical Appendix C,
Biological Resource Assessment for further detail.
A total of 323 trees were surveyed within the project site, of which 302 trees are located within the
development footprint and off-site areas of the project site (and 21 will be avoided), as shown in Figure
5.4-12, Impacts to Regulated Trees. Of the 228 trees on-site that will be impacted within the 71.9-acre
development footprint, 1 tree is within the 0.05-acre storm drain outlet footprint and 28 trees are within
the 0.71-acre associated temporary 100-foot construction buffer. Of the 74 trees within the 2.01-acre offsite area that will be impacted, 26 trees will be removed and 48 trees are within Fuel Modification Zones
C and D and will be left in place but will be subject to thinning.
4.2.2

Climate

The project site is at the eastern fringe of the Santa Ana Mountains Thermal Belt Zone, which is ideal for
citrus and only slightly influenced by the ocean breezes. Temperatures (Fahrenheit) range from 23
degrees to near 100 degrees with peak summer averages of about 73 degrees. The precipitation is around
15 inches per year on average. The winds in this area are typical with northeasterlies and sea-land
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breezes being prevalent; and, the historic Santa Ana winds occurring less frequently yet with more
velocity. Frost and fog are also typical for this temperature zone within Orange County.
4.2.3

Geology and Soils

The geologic units present within the project site can be characterized as generally well indurated and
consolidated Tertiary age bedrock overlain by surficial deposits consisting of Pleistocene/Holocene age
alluvial terrace gravels, sands, and silts. Long standing mining activities on certain portions of the site
have resulted in open-pit excavations which have subsequently been utilized as silt ponds as part of the
beneficiating process. These stratigraphic units, from youngest to oldest are as follows:
•

Artificial Fill (Af);

•

Compacted Artificial Fill (Caf);

•

Pond Deposits;

•

Older Alluvium (Qoa-1);

•

Older Alluvium (Qoa-2);

•

Bedrock Units

•

El Modeno Volcanics (Tem); and,

•

Vaqueros/Sespe Formation, Undifferentiated (Tvs).

4.2.4

Groundwater

Within the adjacent OPA area there is some local groundwater in the more pervious soils. This is
groundwater that does not have sufficient quantity or quality to be considered as a source of water supply.
The individual septic tanks and leach systems at most of the homes constantly add low quality water to
the underground. There is one existing on-site well that would remain capped and is not intended to be
used. Groundwater depths are approximately 34 to 52 feet below ground surface.
4.2.5 Hazards
The Villa Park Landfill is located to the west of the project site. There are historic groundwater and
methane monitoring wells associated with this closed landfill that are located on the western portion of
the project site. These wells are depicted on Figure 3-4, Tentative Tract Map. These wells are presently
being monitored by the County of Orange. No asbestos was found to be on the project site (Appendix I,
Environmental Site Assessment Reports, Response to City of Orange Environmental Comments
Regarding Rio Santiago Specific Plan Project Located at 6145 East Santiago Canyon Road in Orange,
California, Tait Environmental Services, June 7, 2010, pages 4 and 5). Sampling was accomplished by
OCHCA June 16, 2008. Tait Environmental Services determined that all other potential hazards and
hazardous materials that may have previously been located on the project site no longer exist. Refer to
Section 5.8, Hazards and Hazardous Materials and Appendix I, Environmental Site Assessment Reports,
to this Draft EIR for additional information related to hazards and hazardous materials.
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4.2.6

Hydrology

The principal drainage feature in the vicinity of the project site is Santiago Creek. Dividing the project,
Santiago Creek enters the site at the eastern boundary, flows west, and exits the western boundary at
Cannon Street; and, is tributary to the Santa Ana River. The drainage feature splits near the central
portion of the project site, with an upland area separating Santiago Creek into two rivulets. The average
width of the drainage feature is approximately 55 feet, which includes the area between the ordinary high
water mark and the adjacent defined wetland areas. Wetland areas are generally located on either side of
the active channel.
4.2.7

Land Use

Portions of the approximately 110 acre project site are located within the boundaries of the 1975 East
Orange (EO) General Plan (approximately 40.3 acres) and the 1973 Orange Park Acres (OPA) Plan
(approximately 56.45 acres). The remainder of the project site (approximately 13.25 acres) is in neither
plan. This is shown on Figure 3-8, East Orange General Plan and Figure 3-9, Orange Park Acres Plan.
Approximately five acres in the southeastern portion of the project site are used as a materials recycling
area. This area includes apparatus for the crushing of boulders, bricks, rocks, etc. for recycling. The
materials recycling area additionally includes operations that provide for the cement treatment of base
materials. Figure 3-5, Materials Recycling, provides the present location of the materials recycling
area. To restore previously mined portions of the site, a portion of the project site is presently being
backfilled as a permitted land use. The existing backfill operation is not a permanent use. The project
site is presently being backfilled in sequentially defined phases. Figure 3-6, Backfill Operation, provides
the location of the backfill operation. The project site is being over excavated (i.e., removal of unsuitable
materials) and filled in the present backfill operation. The applicant has indicated that additional grading
permit(s) will be requested from the City to complete backfilling of all previously mined portions of the
project site.
4.2.8

Recreation

There are no on-site existing recreational uses. Open space and recreational uses in the general vicinity of
the project site include: Irvine Regional Park with the Orange County Zoo approximately two miles to the
southeast, Peters Canyon Regional Park approximately three miles to the southeast, El Modena Open
Space Preserve approximately one mile to the southwest, and Santiago Oaks Regional Park to the
northeast. Other nearby major land uses include: Holy Sepulcher Cemetery approximately one mile to the
southeast and Santiago Canyon College approximately two miles to the southeast of the project site.
Figure 3-2A, Local Vicinity Map – Aerial Base, Figure 3-2B, Local Vicinity Map – Historical Aerial
Base, and Figure 3-3, Local Vicinity Map – Topographic Base, provide the precise location and
boundaries of the proposed project.
4.2.9

Topography

The project site is relatively flat. The elevation ranges from about 380 to 410 feet above mean sea level
(AMSL). The topography has been altered by repeated and long occurring human-related disturbance,
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and the majority of the southern portion of the project site has been re-contoured due to previous sand and
gravel mining operations, and current backfill operations. Please refer to Figure 3-4, Tentative Tract
Map.
4.3

Regional Plan and General Plan

4.3.1

Regional Plans

Orange County Natural Community Conservation Plan/Habitat Conservation Plan

The project site is located entirely within the boundaries of the Central and Coastal Section Orange
County Natural Community Conservation Plan/Habitat Conservation Plan (NCCP/HCP) as defined in
Section 5.4, Biological Resources, Threshold BIO-F, Conservation Plan. A Biological Resources Study
was prepared specifically for the proposed project site and included analysis consistent with the
provisions of the NCCP/HCP. Refer to Section 5.4, Biological Resources, for a complete discussion of
impacts of NCCP/HCP covered species and the project design features (PDFs) and mitigation measures.
South Coast Air Quality Management District 2007 Air Quality Management Plan

The project site is located entirely within the boundaries of the South Coast Air Basin (SCAB) and is
subject to the provisions of the 2007 Air Quality Management Plan (AQMP). The South Coast Air
Quality Management District (SCAQMD) is directly responsible for reducing emissions from stationary,
mobile, and indirect sources. On June 1, 2007, the SCAQMD approved the 2007 AQMP, which is
designed to satisfy the California Clean (CCAA) tri-annual update requirements and fulfill the
SCAQMD’s commitment to update transportation emission budgets based on the latest approved motor
vehicles emissions model and planning assumptions. The 2007 AQMP was prepared to comply with the
Federal and State Clean Air Acts and amendments, to accommodate growth, to reduce the high pollutant
levels in the SCAB, to meet Federal and State ambient air quality standards, and to minimize the fiscal
impact that pollution control measures have on the local economy. The purpose of the 2007 AQMP for
the SCAQMD is to set forth a comprehensive program that will lead this area into compliance with all
Federal and State air-quality planning requirements.
An Air Quality Analysis was prepared specifically for the proposed project that evaluated potential
impacts related to project implementation and recommended mitigation measures. Refer to Section 5.3,
Air Quality, for a complete discussion of air quality impacts and recommended mitigation measures.
Southern California Association of Governments Regional Housing Needs Assessment

Under current California Housing Element Law, the Southern California Association of Governments
(SCAG) is the regional Council of Governments responsible for allocating the regional housing need to
the City. In November 2000, SCAG adopted a Regional Housing Needs Assessment (RHNA) that
established numerical housing production goals for each jurisdiction within the region for the period
between 1998 and 2005, and which included the City. The proposed project considered the proposed
housing units in relation to SCAG’s RHNA production goals. Refer to Section 5.13, Population and
Housing, for a complete discussion.
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Orange County Drainage Area Management Plan

The Drainage Area Management Plan (DAMP) is Orange County’s principal policy and guidance
document for the NPDES program. The County and stakeholders created the DAMP, which has been in
effect since 1993, with subsequent updated elements. The latest revision is the 2007 DAMP. The City is
a stakeholder in the DAMP.
The Local Implementation Plan (LIP) states the City would comply with the NPDES permit and regulates
the water quality of storm water run-off. The LIP requires various projects within the City to submit a
Water Quality Management Plan (WQMP). The City adopted a revised the LIP, effective on September
13, 2011. A Water Quality Technical Report was prepared specifically for the proposed project. Refer to
Section 5.9, Hydrology and Water Quality, for a complete discussion and recommended mitigation
measures.
4.3.2

City General Plan

The project site has General Plan designations of Resource Area (RA), Low Density Residential (LDR),
and Open Space (OS) and is zoned Sand and Gravel (S-G) and Single-Family Residential (R-1-8). The
proposed project includes amendments to the City’s General Plan, including the Orange Park Acres Plan
and the East Orange (EO) General Plan. As noted above, should the City approve the proposed project,
including the proposed amendments, the project would be consistent with the City’s General Plan, EO
General Plan, and OPA Plan.
4.4

Related Projects

Table 4-1, Related Projects, provides summary details on the related project that will be used in the
cumulative analysis of the proposed project. The City provided the list of related projects in accordance
with the State CEQA Guidelines Section 15130 (b) that was based on a review of projects that are in close
proximity to the project site and which had the potential to result in cumulative impacts. The City of
Villa Park was consulted (Appendix A, Public Participation Process) related to the proposed project. No
additional projects located in that jurisdiction are related projects to the proposed project. Figure 4-1,
Related Projects, provides the locations of these projects.
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Table 4-1: Related Projects

Map
ID

Project

Land Use

Statistical Data

Status

1

Ridgeline
Equestrian
Estates

Residential
Equestrian

The project would divide the
approximate 50 acre site into
39-lots
for
single-family
residential development.

Approved project and certified
Environmental Impact Report, No
1788-07, June 2011. The approval
of the project has been challenged.
(City of Orange)

2

Salem
Lutheran
Church
Expansion

Church

11,000 sq. ft. sanctuary
addition (757 seats) and 13,000
sq. ft. church office space.

Entitlement
application
being
processed. CEQA documentation is
available for public review.
(City of Orange)

3

Villa Park
Self-Storage

Self-Storage
Facility

40,000 sq. ft. storage facility
and 1,500 sq. ft. attached
administration office and public
restrooms.

Entitlement
application
being
processed. CEQA documentation
has started.
(County of Orange)

4

Holy
Sepulcher
Cemetery
Expansion

Private Cemetery

Improvements include wall
crypts,
family
estates,
mausoleums
administration
building, maintenance facility,
recreational trails, and entry
and
side
street
fencing
enhancements
totaling
approximately 100,000 sq. ft.
on 11.2 acres.

Approved project and Mitigated
Negative Declaration No. 1768-06,
August 2008.
(City of Orange)

5

Santiago
Canyon
College

Public Community
College

On-going expansion of the
Facilities Master Plan includes
200,000 sq. ft. for new
buildings,
renovation
of
existing buildings, signalization
of
Newport
Boulevard
entrance, and construction of
new campus entrance on
Santiago Canyon. Also, road,
sports fields, and 2,237 parking
spaces improvements.

Approved project and certified
Environmental Impact Report, May
2005.

6

East Orange
GPA

Residential, hotel,
golf course, park

Consistent with current City
General Plan, assumptions
include 4,000 new residential
units, school, hotel, golf course,
and parks.

Approved, however construction
has not yet started. Supplemental
EIR No. 1278/EIR No. 1716,
November 2005.
(City of Orange)

Source: Ridgeline Equestrian Estates Draft EIR and Community Development Department, City of Orange.
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