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oday I am wearing the sea lion earrings I bought from
the Pacific Marine Mammal Center. Yesterday I wore my
dolphin earrings and tomorrow humpback whales will dangle
from my lobes. The next day I’ll put sea star studs in the holes
and follow that with shorebird treasures. I’ll continue to
rotate my ocean animal friends, in solidarity, until the oil spill
disaster that affected our pristine Orange County coastline has
been resolved.
I wrote that blip the Monday after the disaster that rocked
our coastal communities, most notably at our sister park,
Huntington State Beach, and in Newport Beach as well. In
the early days we heard up to 144,000 gallons of oil leaked
into the Pacific Ocean (the latest estimate is closer to 25,000
gallons) from a pipe on the ocean floor from a rig nine miles
off Huntington Beach. What followed for us was a weeklong
beach closure (both the sand and the ocean) while experts
assessed the damage. Due to the toxicity to public health and
marine life created by the spill, and because nobody knew
how much oil would wash up on our shoreline the concern
and closure was warranted. The initial response by local,
state, and federal officials was intensive. The experts needed
unfettered access to the marine environment, meaning
no humans strolling the sand or splashing in the waves, to
concentrate on the reconnaissance work. By the following
Monday, sampling teams had conducted water and sediment

samples, and determined that short-term exposure was not a
public health concern and so the beach at Crystal Cove State
Park re-opened. Even so, cleanup crews are still scouring the
beach wearing hazmat suits and face shields picking up tar
balls from the sand and out of the seaweed and scraping the
sticky black ooze off the rocks. There’s lots of bending and
kneeling by this intrepid cleaning crew all in an effort to rid our
beaches of this gooey menace. For the latest information on
the oil spill response visit www.socalspillresponse.com.
The day after I heard about the disastrous oil spill, I was sitting
at my desk ruminating about the tragedy when I heard a bird
call just outside my window. A Black Phoebe was perched on
a Toyon tree and in a sorrowful serenade sang a few notes. I
doubt there was a connection, even though Black Phoebes
are often seen perched on a branch or a cliff along the sand,
waiting for an unsuspecting insect to nab, but nonetheless, the
mournful bird sounds seemed fitting. According to the latest
wildlife report, between October 3 and October 19, 32 live
birds, including grebes, gulls, sanderlings, and eight (federally
listed threatened) Snowy Plovers were recovered, and all
were visibly oiled. Ten of those birds have since been cleaned,
rehabilitated, and released back into the wild. According
to Sam Christie, a wildlife care specialist from the UC Davis
Oiled Wildlife Care Network, “the tight alignment of a bird’s
feathers allows it to stay warm, buoyant and dry. Oil disrupts
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that structure, leaving a bird chilly and waterlogged. Though
a cocktail of solvent, dish soap and warm water removes the
oil, it also prevents the feathers from properly realigning,
causing the same problems that oil does. Whatever we put on
them, we have to keep off.” At this point, it’s still too early to
determine the long-term effects of the oil spill on the region’s
sensitive habitats and wildlife, but hopefully the remaining
birds will soon be deemed healthy to be set free.
And then there was the confusion between actual tar balls
that washed ashore form the spill and the black streaks in the
sand that are often seen on our southern California beaches.
Was this oil? Was this dangerous? The California coast is rife
with a black, granular substance known as magnetite which
sometimes accumulates in large concentrations along the
coastline. Black magnetite is washed down from deposits in
the hills and ground into sand by water, finds its way to the
shore in streams, or builds up from the movement of offshore
sand and
mineral
deposits.
It certainly
looks like it
could be oil,
especially
when it was
seen on the
beach in
the Historic
District mere
days after the oil spill, but magnetite is one of the main iron
ores, the most magnetic of all the naturally occurring minerals
on Earth, and is frequently seen here. In fact, years ago the
Crystal Cove Alliance designed a school program around this
mineral in which kids would hold a strong magnet an inch or
two over the sand and watch as the mineral would literally
jump out of the ground onto the magnet. It’s hard to believe
until you see it. Depending on storms, currents, the waves,
the tides, and the movement of the ocean, this black sand
is always coming and going, but given the scare we had it is
comforting to know magnetite is a natural deposit.
We remain optimistic that the oil dissipated before
encountering our pristine tidepools and the organisms who
live in such a fragile environment. One day a few weeks ago I
was walking near Pelican Point and peered down into one of
the pools. I was astounded by the number of Striped Shore
Crabs of all different sizes and colors (mostly these crabs are

Striped Shore Crab

Pachygrapsus crassipes
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greenish, but they may be red or purple too and have black
stripes running across the carapace and large pincers). I
counted at least 40 live crabs hiding under the ledge, dashing
across the pool, and just sitting underwater in the wide open
as if daring me to catch them. There were molts and some
dead specimens too, but the sheer number of live crabs living
communally in this one pool was intriguing and since these
are generally solitary organisms it told me one thing... there
was hanky panky going on! Striped shore crabs mate between
April and September every year and a single female may
produce as many as 50,000 eggs, which once fertilized, are
carried under her abdomen for about a month. Once the eggs
hatch and are released into the ocean as planktonic larvae they
become food for many oceanic creatures like sea anemones
and fish. If they are lucky enough to survive predation and
develop into juvenile crabs, they may be seen scuttling along
the rocks or even on the sand. Striped shore crabs always stay
close to the waters edge, but spend 50% or more of their lives
up on dry land. Watch where you step!
That same day as I kept walking I stopped at the Treasure
Cove overlook, the last stop on the bluff trail, which has a
sweeping view of the park’s coastline. After a quick scan
below at the shorebirds feeding on aquatic organisms hidden
in the decaying seaweed, I looked over the railing and no
more than 10 feet away was a Peregrine Falcon perched on
a covered ledge. Unexpected wildlife encounters like this are
the moments that naturalist live for! I mean, there I was staring
eye to eye with the fastest bird on Earth. Even more impressive
is that the Peregrine Falcon is considered the fastest
animal on the planet, with a diving speed from its hunting
stoop recorded at over 200 mph. If you’re a prey animal,
fuhgeddaboudit, the likelihood of eluding the talons of this
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magnificent bird
is improbable.
According to
All About Birds,
“Peregrine
Falcons eat
mostly birds, of
an enormous
variety—450
North American
species
have been
documented
as prey, and
the number
worldwide may
be as many as
2,000 species.
They have been
Peregrine Falcon
observed killing
(Falco peregrinus)
birds as large
as a Sandhill Crane, as small as a hummingbird, and as elusive
Sue Foster
as a White-throated Swift. Typical prey
include shorebirds,
ptarmigan, ducks, grebes, gulls, storm-petrels, pigeons, and
songbirds including jays, thrushes, longspurs, buntings, larks,
waxwings, and starlings. Peregrine Falcons also eat substantial
numbers of bats. They occasionally pirate prey, including fish
and rodents, from other raptors.” It would have been a magical
moment to come upon a Peregrine in feeding mode, but I was
thrilled to glimpse it, so close, resting regally on a rock rim.
Even though it is late October, the park is busy with activity.
I guess some schools these days have fall break and these past
weeks many families have been enjoying the seasonably lovely
fall weather (warm enough to sunbathe and for some, swim in
the ocean). In addition to visitors, there is a lot of maintenance
activity happening around the coastal side of the park with
both the oil spill recovery teams and work crews removing
sediment and vegetation from the Los Trancos creek near
the Historic District Visitor Center. This removal project is vital
to avoid potential flooding when the rains come. The sediment
level has risen to the point of concern and if the creek
overflows the integrity of the bridge and the surrounding
cottages could be seriously compromised. Currently work is
occurring by the bridge with a second project coming shortly
closer to the tunnel. Following this maintenance job is another
much anticipated project set to begin in mid-November. Both

the Reef Point parking lot and Pelican Point lots #3 and
#4, are getting facelifts. The scope of work is expected to
improve local water quality by installing permeable surfaces to
better absorb and filter rainwater and runoff before reaching
the ocean, improve ADA access, and improve coastal access.
The second part of the project will be even more noticeable
and appreciated by park visitors as the bridge and the cage
affectionately referred to as the “slinky” on the path to
Treasure Cove is being replaced. That structure was originally
installed more than 20 years ago and with the salt air and
damp coastal conditions is in dire need of an upgrade. The
completion date is anticipated for early spring. Not all projects
are physical improvements though, recently the interpretive
team completed an educational power point focusing on
mutualism, commensalism, and parasitism…say what? Crystal
Cove State Park is home to countless organisms and Rockin’
Relationships highlights some of the more notable ecological
connections and symbiotic interactions between both plants
and animals, plants and plants, and animals and animals found
in the park. Check it out!

More than two weeks have passed since the news originally
broke about the oil spill. Fewer tar balls have washed ashore and
the sheen on the ocean has dissipated. No matter, the feelings
are still raw and the concern about future spills and the effect on
ocean water quality and wildlife are still front and center. I am
still sporting wildlife earrings and my commitment to solidarity
is unwavering. As was written in Genesis 2:15:

Treat the Earth as if
Your Life Depends on it
See you in the Park!
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