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Celebrating 30 Years of Coordinating Science

and Land Management across the Nature Reserve of Orange County

NCC Quarterly Newsletter Delivers New Format

The launch of the new Nature Reserve of Orange County (NROC) website has created an
opportunity to enhance the delivery of the NCC Quarterly Newsletter. The new “digital”
version of the newsletter makes it easier for readers to view content, learn more about
the Reserve, and engage in ongoing research and studies. Readers also have the option
to subscribe to and receive future newsletters by clicking on the “Newsletter Signup”




button at the bottom of the NROC website homepage. In addition, those who choose to
be a “follower” of NROC at its Facebook and/or Instagram handles, will receive weekly
postings of updated conservation activity and events taking place on the Reserve. With
nearly 38,000 acres of protected open space, the Nature Reserve of Orange County is
an incredible gift of nature which keeps on giving!
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The Launch of a Conservation Focused Website

We are excited to share that we have officially launched the first-ever Nature Reserve

of Orange County website - a centralized resource connecting Orange County
residents, community partners, and local agencies to NROC’s 38,000 acres of
protected wildlands.

Highlights include:

e Easy, intuitive navigation for quick access to park information, trail maps, land
management information, and community resources.

e Anengaging overview of conservation efforts on the Reserve and their ecological
significance.

e Links to volunteer organizations and events to help residents connect with NROC
stewardship activities.

e Accessible info about NROC recreation, both self-guided and docent-led.



https://naturereserveoc.com/
https://naturereserveoc.com/

e Simplified story of the land’s conservation priorities and mandates.

Most residents consider these open spaces vital to their quality of life - yet few are
aware of why they exist and their environmental and economic importance. This
dynamic new site aims to change that while supporting park rangers, docents, and
other site-based staff who are tasked with informing, educating, and caring for the
safety of daily users. With more than 3 million NROC visitors each year, the staff and
volunteers at Crystal Cove State Park, OC Parks, Irvine Ranch Conservancy, and Laguna
Canyon Foundation do a phenomenal job of facilitating public access to genuine
experiences in nature, 365 days a year.

The Natural Communities Coalition invites you to explore and share the new website
with colleagues, friends, and others who may benefit from a conservation ethos. There
is no better way to prepare for a hiking, mountain biking, or an equestrian trip, than by
taking the time to explore the website and its contents. Cheers to getting wild,
respectfully!

Click on the NROC Logo above to go to NROC Website



NCC Initiates Multi-Year Trail Monitoring Study

Trail systems throughout Orange County’s Central and Coastal Reserve are being
carefully studied over the next 4-5 years. The purpose of the projectis to educate and
inform landowners and land managers of the current condition and trending status of
NROC trails. The project will also serve as a science-based and conservation defensible
process to make informed decisions about future trail plans and management action.

A number of trail related qualities and conditions will be carefully assessed and
measured through the duration of the Trail Monitoring Study. These indicators include:

1. Trail Use and Visitation

The objective in studying visitation is to apply a reliable method of assessing the volume
of trail use and types of trail use (e.g. hiking, mountain biking, etc.) in a format which is
consistent among all landowners in the Reserve. The data collected from these open
spaces can be quantified on a daily, weekly, monthly, and annual basis.

2. Unauthorized Trails

The assessment of unauthorized trails will require the monitoring team to work closely
with landowners to identify and map unauthorized trail segments at each park. The
data secured will inform management if future action is needed.

3. Proximity of Sensitive Habitat

NCC and partners have been mapping vegetation types and nesting locations for more
than two decades. This information will be used to assess the potential impacts of trail
systems to the quality and persistence of coastal sage scrub habitat.

4. Trail Conditions

Documenting trail conditions over time will help the research team evaluate the general
condition of trails and apply a “Trail Condition Class Rating” through the entire length of
NROC single and double-track trails.

5. Trail Use Intercept and Online Survey




Feedback from Aliso and Wood Canyon, Laguna Coast, and Crystal Cove trail users will
be solicited to inform management of qualitative factors and conflicts associated with
wilderness and nature-based experiences.

The first year of the study will be conducted within NROC’s Coastal Subregion and will
include Aliso and Wood Canyon Wilderness Park, Laguna Coast Wilderness Park, and
Crystal Cove State Park.

If you have recently experienced the trails at Aliso and Wood Canyon Wilderness Park,
Laguna Coast Wilderness Park, or Crystal Cove State Park, please take a moment to
complete an online survey being conducted for the NCC Trail Monitoring Study. The
survey can be accessed at https://arcg.is/1yKTea3. You may also click on the graphic
below or use your cellphone camera to scan the QR code.

V/a

Natural Communities
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We're conducting a survey to better understand

trail use in Orange County.
No matter how you recreate, your feedback helps E -~ oy
land managers plan for the future.

Scan here or visit
https://arcg.is/1yKTea3



https://arcg.is/1yKTea3

Cattle Crest Trail at Irvine Open Space Preserve South



30 Years of Conservationin OC

The Natural Communities Coalition and the Nature Reserve of Orange County are
celebrating their 30th Anniversary in 2026. To provide some context to this milestone,
this article examines how and why the natural landscapes in OC became formally
protected in 1996, under a State of California and United States Government

Permit, commonly known as the Natural Community Conservation Plan/Habitat
Conservation Plan (NCCP/HCP).

Before the NCCP/HCP existed, Orange County experienced rapid urban growth,
especially in the 1970s through the early 1990s. Residential, commercial, and
infrastructure development was consuming large tracts of natural lands, especially the
biologically rich vegetation community known as “coastal sage scrub,” which supports
many native plants and animals.

In 1993, the coastal California gnatcatcher — a small bird dependent on coastal sage
scrub — was listed as “threatened” under the U.S. Endangered Species Act. This
triggered federal protection requirements which heightened the need to conserve
habitat across the region while severely restricting options for future land development.

In response to conflicts between development and endangered species protections,
California passed the Natural Community Conservation Planning (NCCP) Act, which
enabled landscape-level conservation planning and protection on best available
natural communities. The NCCP Act ultimately provided a solution to complicated land
use policy decisions which separated development, environmental, and government
interests.

The approval of the Central and Coastal NCCP/HCP of Orange County in 1996 resulted
from a diverse group of landowners, developers, environmental advocates, agreeing to
collaborate across jurisdictional lines. The Plan covered 208,000 acres of land, of which
nearly 38,000 acres was designated as a semi-connected reserve. The Plan specified
the long-term regional protection and recovery of multiple species and habitats while
allowing compatible public use and appropriate economic development. The Plan was
established to be administered through a 75-year permit (1996-2071) with the California
Department of Fish and Wildlife and the United States Fish and Wildlife Service.

Fast forward to 2026, and it is evident the Central and Coastal NCCP/HCP of Orange
County has been effective in reconciling development with conservation. The Plan has
provided regulatory certainty to landowners and developers by planning up front rather



than on the fly. The Plan has also improved ecological outcomes by protecting habitats
and multiple species at a landscape scale. Lastly, the designation of a nonprofit
organization (Natural Communities Coalition) governed by a Board of Directors
comprised of landowners and other stakeholders, has ensured the reserve system is
protected and sustained over decades while remaining a national model for landscape-
level cooperation.

Throughout 2026, NCC staff will be coordinating a variety of events and activities to
recognize elected officials, wildlife experts, and conservation advocates who have
advanced land management in Orange County over the past 30 years. We will also be
hosting a “Thirty Years of the Reserve” event this summer with a special guest
speaker. Please stay tuned for more information to follow.
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