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Pillar Point Marsh Wetlands



The Pillar Point Marsh and its wetlands comprise a 
vital, irreplaceable natural resource.  Wetlands provide 
habitat for diverse wildlife, resting and feeding habitat 
for migratory waterfowl, food chain support for 
resident and non-resident species, and critical habitat 
for threatened and endangered species.  Statewide, it 
is estimated that 91% of California’s wetlands have 
been lost since European settlement.

Back in 1861, the United States Coast Survey 
topographic maps showed that the Pillar Point Marsh 
complex included an approximately 10-acre area of 
open water. Its associated marsh and wetlands 
extended over a much larger area than today.

Wetlands Destruction of Pillar Point 
Marsh at Big Wave
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Over the past decades, grading, filling, ditching and 
draining for the Half Moon Bay airport, construction of 
West Point Road, groundwater pumping from the Pillar 
Point aquifer, as well as farming activities, have greatly 
reduced the open water and wetlands comprising the 
marsh complex. 

In 1994, at the request of San Mateo County, the Army 
Corps of Engineers, did a formal mapping of the 
wetlands at Pillar Point Marsh, called a wetlands 
delineation.   This delineation map shows a finger of 
wetlands that extends across the southern parcel 
where the Big Wave housing is proposed.  The Army 
Corps uses a more restrictive definition than the state, 
so this image shows a minimal area of wetlands.  
Please note that the 100 foot buffer zone in which very 
limited uses are allowed is not on this graphic.  If the 
buffer is included, the development of this parcel 
would be greatly reduced

The constraints to development posed by the presence 
of wetlands have been systematically reduced by 
previous and current owners of this property, 
beginning in 1986.
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In December, 1986, a developer named J.L. Johnston, 
brought in heavy equipment and disked under the 
wetland vegetation.  San Mateo County attempted to 
stop this destruction of the wetlands by filing a Notice 
of Violation.  J.L. Johnston’s attorney, Michael 
McCracken, sued the county, and a Superior Court 
Judge found that the land clearing was a “routine 
agricultural activity” and was exempt from Coastal 
Permit and Grading Permit requirements.  



Disking Southern Parcel Wetland    September 1987       



Time passed, and the land was not in continuous 
active agriculture until once again, in June, 2006, the 
current owners began disking, deep ripping, and 
bringing huge truckloads of soil on the Southern 
parcel.  The soil importation had the additional 
advantage of raising the elevation of the land so it 
would be more likely to eliminate one of the three 
federal wetland characteristics – hydric soils.  The 
developers and their advisors were hoping that by 
disking and filling the low wet areas, they would be 
able to develop more of the site.
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In 2006, the Big Wave farmer did not stay within the 
boundaries of the private property, but also destroyed 
wetlands on the adjacent County Park that was 
acquired to preserve and protect the wetlands.  A 
December 4, 2008 memo from Dave Holland to 
Camille Leung states:  “For over three years now there 
has been agricultural operations encroachment…over 
the property lines …on to County Park lands.  This 
encroachment has involved filling and farming wetland 
historically mapped by the biologists with the US Army 
Corps of Engineers prior to the County acquiring the 
Pillar Point Marsh to add it to the Fitzgerald Marine 
Reserve. We would like to see this encroachment and 
conversion of wetland on the County Park property 
addressed and mitigated.”  

Mr. Holland further states:  “…The agricultural land 
adjacent to the County property has also encroached 
on the Pillar Point Marsh wetlands previously mapped 
by the US Army Corps of Engineer and not acquired by 
County Parks.  We would like to have this conversion of 
wetlands addressed and mitigated.”





Committee for Green Foothills heartily agrees with 
County Parks.  The wetlands on southern parcel should 
be preserved for their scenic and environmental value, 
and fully restored.  There are several alternative sites 
for the housing, including a scaled back Office Park 
combined with the housing on the northern parcel.  
Another alternative is at the adjacent Pillar Ridge 
community, which has the advantage of having several 
spaces for  low-income housing available right now.
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