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It’s the talk of the town. How 
can it not be. The ocean 

temperature, air temperature, 
surf height, sand loss, rock 
exposure, narrowing beaches… 
shall I go on? It may seem cliché 
to talk about the weather, but 
this is no ordinary Southern 
California summer. Since the 
first monster swell event in June, 
beaches up and down the coast 
have been hammered. And 
just when the surf calmed, the water 
cooled, and some sand re-emerged, 
crash splash, we got hit again. Labor 
Day weekend, always one of the busiest 
of the year for beach goers bidding 
adieu to summer fun, was intense. At 
Crystal Cove, large swells that pounded 
the coastline from Hurricane Maria hit 
the coastline hard, particularly in the 
Historic District and along the southern 
stretch near Lifeguard Headquarters. 
In addition to the massive swells, the 
high tides were extreme and together 
caused shoreline and bluff erosion, 
accumulation of debris and washed 
much of the beach sand out to 
sea revealing long buried rocks, 
chunks of concrete rubble and 
other natural (and some not 
so natural) wrack. The storms 
undermined an access road, 
compromised a water line, and 
left only cobbles on what has 
been a sandy beach thus turning 
a beachfront stroll into a game of 
rock hopping. Our intrepid park 
staff immediately plunged into 
action to assess the destruction 
to infrastructure (thankfully the cottages didn’t sustain any 
damage) and worked rigorously to stack sandbags and tarps 
to prevent slippage of the already compromised berm, close 

off sections of the beach to 
remove exposed rusty rebar and 
other dangerous debris, and 
stabilize the crumbly hillside. The 
expected El Niño forecasts more 
of the same, including a sea-
level rise due to a Kelvin wave 
of thermal expansion, that will 
increase sea levels six inches or 
more for several months. What’s 
truly amazing though is nature’s 
ability to bounce back and within 

a few days of what seemed like total 
devastation, the ocean and the beaches 
have shown signs of recovery. During 
the crunch of the storm, there was no 
beach to speak of but today, visitors are 
once again sunbathing on a stretch of 
sand, albeit one much narrower than a 
year ago. The impacts of waves, tides, 
and sea level rise will make winter 
2026 one to remember. 

Ever had black oozy squishy, scratchy 
tar stuck to your foot after a day at the 
beach?  Sometimes it’s actually from 
the natural seepage of crude oil which 

bubbles up through the 
ocean floor but other times 
it’s the remnants of processed 
petroleum that’s being 
pumped from wells offshore. 
Back in October 2021, a major 
oil spill hit Huntington Beach 
and slowly made its way 
down coast. Because there 
was no baseline data about 
the presence of these blobs of 
weathered oil on the beach, 
state park environmental 

scientists were prompted to develop a monitoring protocol 
to differentiate the remains from natural seepage vs human 
caused oil spills and help to distinguish the amount of tar 



typically found 
along the shoreline 
from unusual 
increases that 
may indicate a 
spill. It took some 
time, but finally, 
this summer, a 
trio of Crystal 
Cove natural 
resource interns 
spent the summer 

researching, developing, 
field-testing, and 
implementing a tar ball 
monitoring protocol for 
Crystal Cove State Park. 
Over 11 weeks the team 
conducted surveys using 

transects in four locations along the beach. Team member 
Evan Yoon wrote that in their preliminary surveys they found 
most of the tar balls closer to the water’s edge and most were 
found during low tides. Once established, volunteers will 
help facilitate the protocol which allows park managers to 
build a long-term record of shoreline conditions. And what 
was the outcome of the 2021 oil 
spill? Ultimately, Amplify Energy 
Corp was linked to the spill that 
released approximately 25,000 
gallons of crude oil into the 
Pacific Ocean and was ordered to 
pay $13 million in federal fines. 
Additionally, they agreed to other 
prevention mitigation measures 
including installing a new leak 
detection system for the pipeline, 
requiring notification to regulators 
of all leak detection alarms, 
and conducting semiannual 
underwater inspections of the 
pipeline. Oh, and if you do get the 

oozy, squishy scratchy 
black tar on your feet, baby 
oil, mineral spirits, or even 
olive oil will remove it.

Along with 36 other 
beaches, rivers, creeks, 
and wetlands, Crystal 
Cove State Park 
celebrated California 
Coastal Cleanup Day 
with 106 volunteers 
who came out early on 
a Saturday morning to 
help clean the beach and 
collected 216 pounds of 
trash which otherwise 
would have likely flowed 
into the ocean. Countywide, over 2,300 volunteers removed 
16,700 pounds of trash from inland and coastal OC at this 
annual event (3rd Saturday of September) coordinated locally 
by Orange County Coastkeepers.  As Alex wrote on Instagram 
“It was a sunny and beautiful day, perfect for people to come 
together to give back to our fragile coastline by picking up 
marine debris along the shore and trash in the parking lots 
and trails. This annual event aims to spread awareness about 
how plastics and trash are impacting our one world ocean.” On 
California Coastal Cleanup Day, volunteers tally the types and 
amount of trash they find on their search. Sadly, since 1989, in 
terms of quantity, cigarette butts have been the most plentiful 
item collected during the cleanup accounting for 34% of every 
debris item picked up. And according to the California Coastal 

Commission, worldwide, cigarette 
butts amount to 845,000 tons of 
litter per year. So in conjunction 
with the statewide beach cleanup, 
“The Cigarette Surfboard,” A 
93-minute documentary about 
the omnipresence of cigarette 
butts found in the world’s 
oceans had an online premiere. 
Filmmaker Ben Judkins teamed 
up with impassioned fellow surfer 
Taylor Lane to bring attention to 
the global catastrophe of how 
cigarette butts, filled with toxic 
chemicals and single-use plastic 
filters, leach into the waterways 
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impacting water quality, 
wildlife, and humans. 
In 2017, Lane built the 
first “ciggy board” as a 
contestant in the Creators and Innovators 
Upcycle Contest and took 1st place for his 
unique and creative product. With 10,000 
cigarette butts collected from California 
beaches, Lane took hazardous trash and 
turned it into a functional surf treasure. 
From the documentary press release: “The 
Cigarette Surfboard becomes a platform to 
learn from professional surfers who are working 
to protect the ocean, and the symbol of a grassroots 
campaign to hold Big Tobacco accountable for their toxic, 
plastic waste. Surfing is the medium, but the message is 
universal.” Click here to watch the trailer. 

Whale sharks in Malibu, a hammerhead in Laguna Beach and an 
Olive Ridley sea turtle that for the first documented time ever 
laid eggs in Seal Beach?  The warm “tropical” water is attracting 
marine species we don’t usually see in our cooler stretch of 
the Pacific. It’s exciting and yet concerning. If two unusual 
mammal species and a rare and endangered reptile aren’t 
enough to cause slack jaw, then the unexpected sighting 
of a yellow-bellied sea snake, an entirely pelagic sea snake 
that has only been sighted in California waters six times, ever, 
surely will. This black and neon yellow creature never comes 
ashore, gives live birth, has a tail like a paddle, eats fish, has 
extremely toxic venom, and is thought to be the second rarest 
snake in the Country. All the previous sightings were during El 
Niño years as these snakes like warm water and can’t survive 
in colder ocean temperatures. According to the Australian 
Museum: “Unlike most other species of sea snake, the yellow-
bellied sea snake does not seem to have many predators.  The 
bright coloration of this species serves as a warning, not only 
that the snake is highly venomous, but also unpleasant and 
possibly even toxic to ingest. In experiments where skinned 
Pelamis pieces were offered to predatory marine fish, the 
fish refused to eat it, and those tricked into eating the meat 

regurgitated it soon after. In the 
few known records of natural 
predation on these snakes, 
both predators (a pufferfish 
and a leopard seal) regurgitated 

the snake afterwards.” Earlier 
this year on a visit to the San Diego 

Natural History Museum, herpetologist 
Adam Clause anticipated that the expected El Niño 
would channel tropical species from warm water 
far and wide and emphasized that if this rare snake 
washed ashore in the park, he would come day or 

night to retrieve it. Well, last week a creature fitting 
the description made an appearance at Crystal Cove and 

with video taken by a family visiting from Mojave went viral 
on the internet. Unfortunately, no staff observed the scaly 
visitor who may very likely make another appearance this 
El Niño season. And if it does, hopefully it will be officially 
documented and analyzed, thus allowing researchers to study 
how marine organisms are responding to our changing 
ocean conditions.

A couple of years ago Alex and I came up with a brilliant idea 
for an educational exhibit featuring unusual creatures that 
washed up on shore. At the time our list included Humboldt 
squid, red pelagic crabs, sweet potato sea cucumbers, and 
the bizarre looking angler fish. We had no idea what was 
coming and couldn’t have foreseen some of the more recent 
unexpected arrivals so maybe we’ll have to dust off this old 
idea and get to work.  The natural world is going to keep 
surprising us this winter so keep your eyes out for the rare and 
unusual specimens that will undoubtedly surface.

Nature often reveals itself in ways that defy 
our expectations, leaving us with a profound 

sense of mystery and wonder

See you in the Park!

Winter
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Yellow-Bellied Sea Snake
Hydrophis platurus

https://www.thecigarettesurfboard.com/

