September 20, 2016
Jay Sennewald
Ocean Shores Permit Coordinator
Oregon Department of Parks and Recreation
12735 NW Pacific Coast Hwy
Seal Rock, Oregon 97376
Via Email to: Billie.Seeger@oregon.gov; Jay.Sennewald@oregon.gov
Re:

Permit No. 2867, Graham Ocean Shore Permit Application
Comments of Oregon Shores Conservation Coalition

Dear Mr. Sennewald:
Please accept these comments from the Oregon Shores Conservation Coalition (“Oregon
Shores”) to be included in the file for Permit No. 2867. Oregon Shores is a non-profit
organization dedicated to preserving the natural communities, ecosystems and landscapes of the
Oregon coast while conserving the public’s access. Please notify me of any decisions related to
the permit.
Oregon Shores’ primary concerns with this application are that the emergency action taken at
the property appears to have largely failed to secure the slope, and the proposed wire mesh does
not appear to be a long-term effective or aesthetically acceptable solution to the landslide
conditions at the site. Oregon Shores believes that the Department should work with the
landowner to identify long-term solutions to the landslide that will not damage the scenic values
of the Neskowin ocean shore area.
The permit application seeks approval to install rockfall mesh netting on the slope over the
rock fill previously installed under emergency permit (#BA-677-12). Existing vegetation would
be cut to ground level then re-seeded with planting and fertilizing to occur after placement.
Oregon Shores believes that the proposed rockfall mesh netting does not meet the standards for
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an ocean shore permit and that efforts to vegetate the slope are more likely to be both effective in
stabilizing the hillside to protect the property and will provide better preservation of scenic
values in the area for the public who use the shore.
Scenic Standards: OAR 736-020-0015
OAR 736-020-0015 requires that “[p]rojects on the ocean shore shall be designed to
minimize damage to the scenic attraction of the ocean shore area.” To achieve this requirement,
projects “shall” retain the scenic attraction of key natural features such as cliffs and beaches, and
“retain or restore existing vegetation on the ocean shore when vital to scenic values.” OAR 736020-0015(1); (2).
Although most of the beach at Neskowin has been riprapped, the bluffs at the subject
property location provides scenic value to the beach area as a whole, as demonstrated in this
Google Earth image:

In contrast, rockfall netting is unsightly. Primarily used along road or railways, it is generally
not suitable for use in scenic areas. The principal aesthetic concerns stem from the large
coverage area, the visual contrast between the wire mesh and the slope, and the potential for poor
mesh contact with the slope.1 While reducing the coverage area, achieving greater mesh contact
with the slope, or promoting vegetation to visually merge the netting with the slope may help
reduce the aesthetic impacts, the application has not demonstrated that any of these methods will
be implemented or be effective to minimize damage to the scenic attraction of the ocean shore
area. Proactive revegetation efforts such as placing erosion control fabrics beneath the wire
mesh, hydro-seeding and plantings, may increase effectiveness, but is some cases protecting the
1

See, Muhunthan et al., Designe Guidelines for Wire Mesh/Cable Net Slope Protection, Washington State
University, at 29(April 2005).
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existing vegetation may be necessary as well.2 The Department should work with the landowner
to develop a vegetation plan that can both protect the scenic values of the ocean shore area and
help naturally anchor the hillside to increase the effectiveness of the protective structure over
time. The revegetation plan should be developed in recognition that a series of plantings over
several years is likely to be most effective in protecting the slope, and should limit the use of
fertilizers that can be damaging to water quality in the ocean shore area.
Alternatives: Non Structural Shore Protection OAR 736-020-0003(c)(C).
The application states that vegetative stabilization would “not be sufficient to slow or halt
erosion due to high wave[] energy.” However, the majority of the erosion to be addressed by the
installation of the rockfall mesh netting is due to landslide conditions, not wave erosion. The
2012 emergency permit was issued in response to a “massive and sudden landslide” to place
riprap at the toe of the slope and to place armor rock up the slope. The application states that
“rock placed on the slope by the contractor in large part failed” but the “riprap has held the toe of
the slope in place.” In other words, the riprap at the toe of the slope appears to be effective in
protecting against wave erosion, while the rock placement on the cliff face has been ineffective
in stabilizing the landslide. So long as the riprap at the toe of the slope is effective in preventing
further wave erosion, additional construction efforts should be focused on stabilizing the slope.
The purpose of additional mitigation efforts is to “assure safety in the area and to mitigate
any additional rockfall” resulting from the failed slope rock placement. The application
acknowledges that only the “lower part of the bluff” experiences wave erosion. While the riprap
at the toe of the slope may be justified to protect against wave erosion, the rockfall netting will
not provide any protection against wave erosion, nor is it designed to do so. Therefore, the
application fails to provide adequate justification for rejecting vegetative solutions to stabilizing
the slope above the riprap at the toe of the slope.
General Comments
Hardened structures such as the proposed project affect the beaches on which they are built.
Some of the effects of revetment structures include increased erosion of adjacent properties,
increased scour (resulting in beach loss), and sand entrapment (preventing beach sand
replenishment).
“The ability of beaches to retreat landward and build seaward in response to
changes in sea level, storm waves, and other natural processes is fundamental to
their protective role as well as to their continued existence. Shoreline hardening
to thwart nature’s ebb and flow is therefore the antithesis of beach conservation.”3
Oregon’s laws recognize and address the detrimental effects of hardened shoreline structures
and the requirement to protect the public beaches. Statewide Planning Goal 17, addressing
Coastal Shorelands, states a preference for “non-structural solutions” over structural solutions to
2
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Id. at 30.
Pillkey, Orrin H., quoted in Duke Research, 1992, p.60.
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problems such as erosion: “Land use management practices and non-structural solutions to
problems of erosion and flooding shall be preferred to structural solutions.” GOAL 17
IMPLEMENTATION REQUIREMENT 5.
Given the increases in storm surge and wave height we are already experiencing on the
Oregon Coast, and given what we know of further predicted changes on the coast resulting from
long-term climate change and cyclical climatic events such as El Niño, these requests for
protective structures permits are likely to increase. Allowing installation of hardened structures
along the shore, which can deprive the beach of a sand source that may help to mitigate the
progressive loss of sand from Oregon’s shoreline due to increasing erosion, does not protect the
public’s interest in the beach as the Department is required to do. Further, allowing the
installation of protective structures exacerbates the risks to public health and safety as well as to
shorefront properties by encouraging investment in shorefront protection rather than
incentivizing movement away from shoreline areas and coastal hazards.
In the present instance, the hardened structure has already been installed, and we are dealing
with the aftermath. Given that the riprap at the toe of the bluff already exists and appears to be
functioning, we would consider that a moot issue; it will remain, and continue to address the
threat of wave erosion. However, the rock emplaced above it was an ill-considered modification,
altering the natural slope to no good effect. Installing wire mesh over this structure would in
effect double down on an inappropriate structural approach. While the riprap at the base may
now be established, this application provides the Department with an opportunity to apply the
regulations—which state a preference for all other alternatives, with hardened structures the last
resort—to push in the direction of working with nature.
Oregon Shores believes a broader policy change is needed to adequately address these issues
in light of our improved understanding of the dynamic forces on Oregon’s coast and the ways
these landscapes are responding to climate change. In this instance, Oregon Shores believes that
the interests of both the property owner and the public can be satisfied by a cooperative approach
with an emphasis on revegetation.
Sincerely,

Phillip Johnson
Executive Director
Oregon Shores Conservation Coalition
P.O. Box 33
Seal Rock, OR 97376
(503) 754-9303
phillip@oregonshores.org
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