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NCCP County

he Natural Community Conservation
TPIan (NCCP) evolved in California in
response to growing concerns that
traditional endangered species protection
efforts, focusing on single species, were

inadequate for maintaining biodiversity and
ecosystem health over the long term.

During the 1980', rapid urban develop-
ment fragmented much of the habitat
along Southern California’s coastline. The
coastal sage scrub ecosystem, with species
like the coastal California gnatcatcher,
became a focal point of conflicts between
the building industry and the wildlife agencies tasked with
enforcing endangered species protection mandates (namely
the California Endangered Species Act (CESA) and the
federal Endangered Species Act (ESA).

The Natural Community Conservation Planning Act (AB
2172), approved by the California Legislature in 1991,
established a new, proactive approach to conservation as
it encouraged ecosystem-based conservation that protect-
ed large blocks of habitat for multiple species rather than
focusing on single-species recovery. Since its inception, its
continuing goal is to protect multiple species and natural
communities before they become threatened or endangered.

The coastal California gnatcatcher's listing as “threatened”
under the federal ESA in 1993 was a pivotal moment for
conservation in the State of California. The listing inspired
a new vision for the protection of biodiversity as scripted
through the Natural Community Conservation Planning
Act. The Orange County Central and Coastal Subregion
NCCP was designated as one of the three initial programs
to pilot large-scale habitat protection and planning efforts
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in southern California. The two others were the San Diego
Multiple Species Conservation Program and the Western
Riverside Multiple Species Habitat Conservation Plan.

Orange County's Central and Coastal Subregion NCCP agree-
ment was assembled through an inclusive and collaborative
process. Private landowners, conservation organizations,
builders, developer associations, and local, state and federal
government agencies participated in the creation of a plan
which protected the most crucial portions of ecosystems as
nature preserves, linked them with wildlife corridors, and
allowed well-planned development on the remaining land.

Afew of the thought leaders who contributed significantly to
the development of Orange County’s NCCP draft agreement
included Tim Neely from the County of Orange, Larry Eng
from California Department of Fish and Game, Dave Harlowe
from United States Fish and Wildlife Service, Peter DeSimone
from Starr Ranch, Dan Silver from Endangered Habitats
League, plus Sat Tamarabuchi and Monica Florian from the
Irvine Company.

Continued on page 4
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Four different bumble bee species are candidate species currently
under consideration for listing under California’s Endangered Species Act
(CESA). The Crotch’s bumble bee (Bombus crotchii), western bumble bee
(B. occidentalis), Franklin bumble bee (B. franklini), and Suckley’s cuckoo
bumble bee (B suckleyi), are all being evaluated by the California Fish
and Game Commission for regulatory protection under CESA.

While several conservation groups petitioned to list the four bumble bee
species as early as 2018, a legal issue arose as to whether “insects” could
be protected under the CESA. Eventually, a California appellate court
clarified in 2022 that bumblebees are to be classified as invertebrates
and thereby allowed to be listed. Throughout its duration as a candidate
species, the four bumble bees are afforded the same legal protections
as officially listed species, including prohibitions against “take” (actions
that harm or kill the bees or destroy their habitat). As a result, any devel-
opment or land-use activities within the bee’s habitat require consultation

with CDFW and may necessitate an Incidental Take Permit.

The story of the bumble bee and its population demise are
not uncommon among the history of California’s wildlife.
Habitat loss due to development, agriculture and pesticide
use have negatively impacted bumble bees. It's estimated
that in California’s Central Valley, bumble bees are in
significant decline and now occupy only 20% of their historic
range. In addition, neonicotinoid pesticides and increasing
aridity and temperature fluctuations are threatening their
survival.

One of the organizations responsible for the proposed
listing of the bumble bees and their habitats is the Xerces
Society, which specializes in invertebrate conservation. In a
recent publication, the Xerces Society offered the following
update and profile of each of the four candidate species.

e Crotch’s bumble bee is marked with yellow, black
and often orange on its abdomen, is considered
endangered by the International Union for Conser-
vation of Nature (IUCN); it only persists in 20% of its
historic range and has declined by 98% in relative
abundance (its abundance relative to other species of
bumble bees). This bee historically occurred from the
northern Central Valley to Baja Mexico, but current-
ly persists primarily in southern coastal habitats and
some areas to the north and southwest of Sacramento.

e The western bumble bee has a range that extends
across the western U.S. and southern Canada. In
California, it was historically known from the northern
part of the state, the coastal region, and the
mountains. It currently persists primarily in the Sierra
Nevada; its relative abundance has declined by 84%.

o The Suckley cuckoo bumble bee (Bombus suckleyi)
was historically found throughout the western U.S. As
a cuckoo bumble bee, it is found only where its host
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species of bumble bees, including the western bumble
bee, remain. It is considered Critically Endangered by
the IUCN and its range has declined by 58%.

¢ Franklin's bumble bee, which historically occurred in
an area about 60 miles wide in the Siskiyou Mountains
of northern California and southern Oregon may
already be extinct. Despite extensive annual surveys by
Dr. Robbin Thorp, professor emeritus at the University of
California—Davis, Franklin’s bumble bee has not been
seen since 2006.

A few of the interesting things about bumble bees is they
have five eyes, their wings beat up to 200 times per second,
and only female bumble bees have stingers (male cannot
sting). They are prolific pollinators who buzz at a specific
frequency to shake pollen loose from flowers. In addition,
bumble bees are known to nest in pre-existing cavities that
provide insulation and protection from the elements, such
as gopher holes, dead vegetative debris, and man-made
structures, like bird houses.

The Natural Communities Coalition is obligated to respond
to the potential listing of bumble bees in two ways. The first
step is to evaluate the extent to which the current NCCP/
HCP Subregion Plan provides adequate protection for the
bumble bees. The second step is through an approved
Habitat Restoration and Enhancement Plan, which requires
survey protocols to identify the occurrence of these species
and to include in the restoration plan specific flowering
species which are beneficial to the bumble bees.

Presently, none of the four candidate bumble bee species
are listed on the Orange County Central and Coastal
Subregion Natural Community Conservation Plan/Habitat
Conservation Plan (NCCP/HCP). This may change if their
listing under CESA is formally approved.



Their distinct physical features, including a round head, large
eyes, and upright posture give them a wise and mysterious
appearance. Owls also have unique and alluring calls which
enable them to be more frequently heard than seen.

For centuries, many cultures have regarded owls as symbols
of wisdom, intelligence and mystery. Their large eyes, facial
disc, and long legs (particularly in the case of the burrowing
owl) add to their adorability.

But don't let their cute looks fool you into thinking they are
docile. Owls are skilled hunters which specialize in ambush-
ing their prey. They can fly with great precision without mak-
ing a sound. They have an incredible sense of hearing, range
of vision, and ability to and see things clearly in the darkness
of the night. They may be the avian equivalent of a Marvel
superhero.

There are over 200 species of owls in existence today which
vary in size from petite (6 inches) to extra-large (2 feet). Owls
are also found worldwide, in places such as Asia, Africa, Eu-
rope, Oceania and the Americas. Their common colors are
gray, orange, black, white, and brown which provide cam-
ouflage in many cases, blending effectively with their native
environment.

Owls are generally monogamous throughout their life span,
with a male and female forming a small family unit and rarely
changing partners. The male takes initiative in the courtship
process and may bring gifts or perform a complex dance to
draw the target female closer. Couples typically build nests
together and often maintain the same nests for multiple
years.

California’s Western Burrowing Owl

The western burrowing owl (Athene cunicularia hypugaea) is
currently listed as a candidate species under the California
Endangered Species Act (CESA). This designation was made
by the California Fish and Game Commission on October 10,
2024, following a petition submitted by a variety of conserva-
tion organizations in March 2024.

As a candidate species, the western burrowing owl receives
the same legal protection as species which are officially
listed as threatened or endangered under CESA. This
includes prohibitions against actions such as harassing, hunt-
ing, capturing, or killing owls without appropriate permits.

Burrowing owls are the only owl species which nest under-
ground. They prefer open, dry areas such as grasslands,
deserts, and agricultural fields and are often found in bur-
rows made by gophers and ground squirrels. The threats
which have led to their candidate listing include habitat loss

Owls are fascinating birds!

and fragmentation, agricultural practices which destroy nests
and reduce prey availability, wind and solar energy infrastruc-
ture development, and predation through exposure to dogs,
coyotes and other animals.

According to the Center for Biological Diversity, “burrow-
ing owls have been eliminated as a breeding species from
almost all of the California coast and are rapidly nearing
localized extinction in the Bay Area, where fewer than 25
breeding pairs remain. Only about 225 breeding pairs are
left in central-western and southwestern California.”

In Orange County, groups of burrowing owl populations
were last documented in 2014. On occasion, a single or pair
of burrowing owls are spotted in OC, as was the case last
year at Bolsa Chica Ecological Reserve, per the observation
by Carissa Macias, Executive Director of the Bolsa Chica
Conservancy. They have historically nested at Newport Back
Bay, Bolsa Chica Wetlands, Fairview Park, Seal Beach Naval
Weapons Station and Banning Ranch. Click here to check out
a video of burrowing owls (outside of Orange County).

The California Fish and Game Commission'’s decision regard-
ing the permanent listing status of the western burrowing owl
is expected by spring 2026.
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https://youtu.be/YqlTdveKZAs
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Orange County's Central and Coastal Subregion NCCP/HCP
was ultimately approved by the state and federal Wildlife
Agencies in 1996. lIts purpose is to provide regional protec-
tion and recovery of multiple species and habitats while allow-
ing compatible land use and appropriate development over a
75-year term (expires in 2071). The outcomes of the approved
NCCP/HCP agreement include:

1. Creation of a permanent 37,378 acres subregional habitat
reserve;

2. Creation of a nonprofit management corporation to coor-
dinate the plan’s delivery allowing the resource agencies,
and participating landowners representing state and local
governments, utilities, and developers to participate in the
implementation;

3. Funding for long-term monitoring and management of
reserved lands, and;

4. Certainty to the public and affected landowners where the
location of future development and open space would be
allowed.

As it has been nearly 30 years since the NCCP of Central
and Coastal Subregion of Orange County was established, a
variety of conservation, quality of life, and community enhanc-
ing accomplishments have been realized. Nearly all of the
39 species listed in the plan are recovering in high quality
habitat. More than 3 million people a year are actively
utilizing the habitat reserve to connect with nature and
pursue compatible recreational opportunities. All 37,378 acres
of property within the habitat reserve have remained in a
natural, undeveloped state and will continue to be protected
under the terms of the NCCP/HCP permit through 2071, thereby
remaining immune to any future development (including
mandates of the Regional Housing Needs Assessment).

Current participating jurisdictions (signatories) in Orange
County's NCCP include City of Irvine, City of Newport
Beach, County of Orange, California State Parks, California
Department of Fish and Wildlife, Southern California Edison,
UC Irvine, Irvine Ranch Water District, Metropolitan
Water District, Southwest Resource Management Association,
Irvine Company and Transportation Corridor Agencies.

Note: NCCP is under the State of California’s jurisdiction
and administered by the California Department of Fish and
Wildlife. HCP is under federal jurisdiction and is administered
by the United States Department of Fish and Wildlife Service.

CDFW Benefits Orange County

In addition to its charge as a regulatory
agency, the California Department of
Fish and Wildlife is also a landowner in
the Nature Reserve of Orange County.
The Coal Canyon Ecological Reserve and
the Upper Newport Bay Ecological Reserve
are two spectacular CDFW properties
which provide essential habitat to a
variety of rare, threatened and NCCP/
HCP identified plant and animal species.

First, let's take a look at Coal Canyon. The Coal Canyon
Ecological Reserve is located high on a peak in northeastern
Orange County. Its 956 acres encompasses various ecosys-
tems, including grasslands, coastal sage scrub, alluvial fan
sage scrub and chaparral.

Coal Canyon is also a migration corridor for deer traveling
the Santa Ana mountains, nearby Chino Hills, and Cleveland
National Forest. This corridor is vital for genetic diversity and
the survival of native wildlife populations.

One of the most awe-inspiring sights at Coal Canyon are the
lime-green Tecate Cypress trees sporadically located along
the steep hillsides. Tecate Cypress trees are an identified
species on the NCCP/HCP of Coastal and Central Orange
County. A few unique features about Tecate Cypress are they
grow in only four locations (in southern California and Baja
California) and they rely on fire for reproduction. Their tiny
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cones are serotinous, meaning they only open and release
seeds in response to low to moderate intensity wildfires. It
is also the only plant on which the rare Thorne's hairstreak
butterfly lays its eggs.

The 752-acre Upper Newport Bay Ecological Reserve lies in an
estuary on Newport's Back Bay and is one of Southern California’s
few remaining estuaries. Almost 200 different waterfowl and
shore bird species have been identified at the Reserve. It also
features the Back Bay Science Center, which educates visitors
through hands-on experiences in the estuary and its surround-
ing environment. Click here to view a short video.

For recreators, the Upper Newport Bay Ecological Reserve
offers a variety of opportunities to connect with nature and get
an inspiring workout in. Kayaking and canoeing are among the
favorite activities, but you can also bike, hike and jog through-
out the vast trail systems surrounding the Back Bay.


https://youtu.be/BJXFFohKtXQ?si=Z326pN-jFF8XQAMq



