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✔ The study area is the only location in the nation that features
an ecological transition zone between northern and southern
Mediterranean communities. “The Gaviota Coast is a transition
zone among many factors of contrast, perhaps the most
significant of which is the transition between central (or
northern) California and Southern California. Many northern
plant species reach their southern geographic limits north of
the Santa Ynez Mountains and many southern species reach
their geographic limits south of the Santa Ynez Mountains.”3

The National Park Service (NPS) uses four basic
criteria to evaluate the national significance of
proposed areas. These criteria, listed in the
National Park Service Management Policies, state
that a resource is nationally significant if it meets
all of the following conditions:

1. It is an outstanding example of a particular type
of resource.

2. It possesses exceptional value or quality in
illustrating or interpreting the natural or cultural
themes of our nation's heritage.

3. It offers superlative opportunities for public
enjoyment, or for scientific study.

4. It retains a high degree of integrity as a true,
accurate, and relatively unspoiled example of a
resource.1

National significance for cultural resources is
evaluated by applying the National Historic
Landmark evaluation process (See Appendix D).

Background

National Park Service professionals, in consultation
with subject matter experts, scholars, and scientists
determine whether a study area is nationally
significant. Natural and cultural resource experts
and scholars, locally, and within the National Park
Service, contributed research and technical review
for the study area's statement of significance. A list
of those who provided information and technical
review is included in the section "Study Team and
Preparers" at the end of this report.

Nationally significant natural and cultural resource
attributes are identified below. 

3. Significance3. Significance

✔ The study area is part of one of the rarest global biomes, the
Evergreen Sclerophyllous Forest (Mediterranean communities),
characterized by a mild Mediterranean climate caused by the
interaction of global weather and cold-water upwelling on the
west coast of a continent. It is one of only five such locations in
the world that contain this unique climate and associated
vegetation.2

Natural Resources

Blueplanet Biomes

Stein, Kutner, and Adams, 2000
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✔ The study area borders the biologically diverse marine transition
zone attributed to the confluence of two major oceanic
currents and the shape of the continental shelf at Point
Conception. Marine and terrestrial ecosystems of the study
area work together in a "large-scale system of relationships
where biophysical processes of land, water and wind work in
concert to form unique species and habitats of the Southern
California Bight."4

✔ An estimated 1,400 species are found in the study area.6

Review of species accounts from various local, state, and
federal agencies indicate that the study area includes 24
federally or state-listed threatened or endangered plant and
animal species and another 60 species of rare and special
concern (including proposed endangered, threatened,
candidate, and sensitive). 

✔ Rare and endangered habitat in the study area includes bishop
pine forest, tanbark oak forest, valley oak woodlands, coastal
sage-chaparral scrub, central maritime chaparral, native
grassland, wetlands, riparian woodlands, coastal dunes and
strand, and marine ecosystems such as kelp beds, sea grasses,
and rocky marine intertidal zones.

✔ Ophiolitic rock formations in the Point Sal area are nationally
significant for their potential of contributions to scientific
research on the formation of the earth's crust. The ophiolitic
sequence at Point Sal "comes nearest to being complete, and it
is also relatively well-exposed in sea cliffs and wave cut
patterns." This series is one of the best-exposed and best-
studied ophiolites in North America.7

✔ The Gaviota Coast is the largest continuous stretch of rural
coastal land in southern California and the healthiest remaining
coastal ecosystem. Although the coastal area between Coal Oil
Point and Point Sal comprises only 15% of southern
California's coast, it includes approximately 50% of its
remaining rural coastline.5
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In addition to nationally significant sites listed on the National Register
of Historic Places, the four types of cultural resources within the study
area that have national significance include: 1) the archeological
evidence of more than 10,000 years of Native American habitation, 2)
the Juan Bautista de Anza National Historic Trail, 3) the Cold War
military resources on Vandenberg AFB, and 4) Rancho del Cielo, once
known as the "Western White House."

Significant cultural resource features of the Gaviota Coast are:

Cultural ResourCultural Resourcesces

✔ The Gaviota Coast contains some of the oldest and best-preserved
Native American archeological sites in California spanning over
10,000 years. "The archeological resources of the Gaviota Coast are
exceptionally valuable due to their relatively preserved state...”
These resources are unique to the State of California and the
nation.8

✔ The entire study area coast is traversed by the Juan Bautista de
Anza National Historic Trail. The trail commemorates the route
taken by Juan Bautista de Anza in 1775-76 when he led a group of
colonists from Mexico to found a presidio and mission for New
Spain at San Francisco. "The Gaviota Coast represents one of the
most significant, intact, historic landscapes along the Anza Trail.
Outside of the California deserts, this is the one place that trail visi-
tors can go to  get a feel for what the Anza Expedition would have
seen and experienced two centuries ago."9

✔ Nationally significant sites listed on the National Register of Historic
Places include the SS Yankee Blade Shipwreck, and the Point
Conception Light Station Historic District.

NPS photo

NPS photo
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✔ The study area is home to the Rancho del Cielo, known as the
"Western White House" during President Ronald Reagan’s terms in
office. Rancho del Cielo was President Reagan's private ranch, and
served as the location for historic events and visits from world leaders
such as Mikhail Gorbachev and Margaret Thatcher. Even though the
Rancho del Cielo is significant for events that have happened within
the last fifty years, the association with President Reagan and the
political events that took place at this location are of transcendent
importance to United States history. 

✔ Vandenberg AFB contains one of the most comprehensive
assemblages of Cold War missile and space launch facilities in the
country, offering opportunities for preservation and interpretation of
an important era in American foreign policy and global political
influence in the nuclear age. During the Cold War period, Vandenberg
AFB was the only site in the United States from which intercontinental
ballistic missiles (ICBMs) were test-launched under operational
conditions.10

Designated in 1986, Space Launch Complex 10 is a National Historic
Landmark. It represents the best surviving example of a launch
complex built in the 1950's at the beginning of the American effort to
explore space. An additional 69 cold war and space launch sites
surveyed on Vandenberg AFB have been evaluated as nationally
significant by the California State Office of Historic Preservation.

✔ As one of the last remaining rural landscapes on the southern California
coast, the study area has retained much of the character and scenery of
its ranching history. Large ranches such as Sudden on Vandenberg AFB,
Cojo-Jalama, Santa Anita, and Rancho Refugio have changed little since
Mission times.11-12

POSSIBLE FURTHER SIGNIFICANCE

Additional resources that may be found to be nationally significant include the cultural landscape
represented in the ranching land use pattern established by the Spanish and Mexicans and carried on to this
day, and the collection of significant historical maritime resources found along the coast. Further research
and studies are needed to evaluate the collective significance of maritime resources and the cultural
ranching landscape.

✔ The Gaviota Coast has a rich maritime history; associated maritime
resources include light stations, wharves, shipwrecks, and archeological
sites associated with maritime activities of commerce. Areas such as the
Point Pedernales disaster site, the worst naval peacetime disaster
recorded in U.S. Navy history, have significant potential for interpretation.
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Summary Statement:
Significance

As described at the beginning of this section, there
are four basic criteria for national significance. The
following summary demonstrates the extent to
which the study area resources meet these criteria:

Criterion 1: It is an outstanding example of
several types of resources.

The primary aspect of the study area that sets it
apart as an outstanding landscape is that it is the
most striking biogeographic transition zone on the
west coast of the United States. Because of the
unique topography and geology, both oceanic and
geographic transitions take place in the study area.
The Transverse Ranges form the longest east/ west
trending coast on the Pacific shore, excluding
Alaska.13 These ranges form the terrestrial barrier
between northern and southern California species.
In addition, the study area contains relic forests
such as tanbark oak which remain from ages when
the area had a much cooler and wetter
environment.14 The marine transition zone can be
attributed to the confluence of the two major
ocean currents and the shape of the continental
shelf at Point Conception.15 It is rich in nutrients
providing food for juvenile fish larvae, marine
mammals, and many resident and migratory bird
species adding to richness of the terrestrial
ecosystems.

Outstanding cultural resources include nationally
significant archeological sites and cold war era
historical resources. The study area contains some
of the oldest and best-preserved archaeological
sites in California spanning over 10,000 years of
human occupation.16 The comprehensive
assemblage of Cold War resources at Vandenberg
AFB offers opportunities for preservation and
interpretation of an important era in American
foreign policy and global political influence in the
nuclear age.17

Criterion 2: It possesses exceptional value in
illustrating both natural and cultural themes
of our nation's heritage.

The National Park Service uses a series of natural
and cultural themes to evaluate potential areas for
inclusion in the National Park System. The themes
are evaluated by two criteria: 1) significance and 2)
adequacy of representation within the National
Park System. Study area natural and cultural
resources possess exceptional value in illustrating
the themes represented in the lists below. The
section on suitability includes an evaluation of
themes represented by resources in the study area
in terms of the criteria.

Natural themes: The coastal environment and
geological landforms of the Gaviota Coast create
one of the most diverse ecosystems in the United
States. These resources represent many NPS
themes such as:

■ Landforms of the Present
Mountain Systems
Seashores, Lakeshores, and Islands
Works of Volcanism
Eolian Landforms (Sand Dunes)

■ Land Ecosystems
Dry Coniferous Forest and Woodland
Mixed Evergreen Forest
Chaparral

■ Aquatic Ecosystems
Marine Environments
Estuaries
Lakes and Ponds (Riparian)

Cultural themes: The archeological and cultural
resources on the Gaviota Coast include significant
examples of archeological and cultural sites. NPS
Cultural Resource Themes represented include:

■ Peopling Places
Ethnic Homelands (Chumash)

■ Shaping the Political Landscape
Military Institutions and Activities (Cold War)
Political Ideas, Cultures and Theories (Cold
War)

■ Expanding Science and Technology
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Technological Applications (Military and Space
Launch Technology)

■ Changing Role of the United States in the World
Community

International Relations (Cold War)

■ Developing the American Economy
Extraction and Production (Ranching)
Transportation and Communication (Maritime)

Criterion 3: The study area offers superlative
opportunities for public use and enjoyment,
and scientific study of rich biotic and cultural
resources.

The 76-mile rural coastline has striking scenic
beauty combined with rich biological and cultural
resources that make it unique along the coast of
southern California. The south-facing seashore
sheltered by the offshore Channel Islands creates a
warmer and milder setting for public use and
enjoyment.

The ecoregions that transition within the study
area are two of the most biologically diverse
ecoregions in the world and have some of the
highest concentrations of globally important, rare
species in the nation.18 This provides the
opportunity for scientific study of many endemic
and rare species where they meet their
southernmost and northernmost limits. The
offshore marine environment provides
opportunities for observing many types of marine
wildlife. For example, since gray whales use Point
Conception as a reference point during their
migration, they can often be seen just a few
hundred meters from the shore.

The ophiolites at Point Sal have excellent research
value. The series is one of the best-exposed and
best-studied ophiolites in North America.  Detailed
study and reconstruction of the California Coast
Range ophiolite series has been hindered by
tectonic shifting and disruption of the sequence,
and by generally poor exposures. The ophiolitic
sequence at Point Sal, however, "comes nearest to
being complete, and it is also relatively well-

exposed in sea cliffs and wave-cut patterns.”19

The richness and concentration of archeological
sites in the study area provide significant
opportunities for scientific study of the adaptation
of native cultures to the marine coastal
environment and their interactions with other
coastal groups.20

The study area provides exceptional opportunities
for education and interpretation about Cold War
era events. These events range from
intercontinental ballistic missile and space launches
in the 1950s to significant events at President
Reagan's Rancho del Cielo.

Criterion 4: The overall study area retains a
high degree of integrity as a true, accurate,
and relatively unspoiled example of these
natural and cultural resources.

The Gaviota Coast is the largest continuous stretch
of undeveloped coastal land in southern California.
This is significant in that southern California is
among the top four areas in the United States with
the greatest number of endangered species. The
study area is home to 84 rare and endangered
species including 24 federally- and state-listed
threatened or endangered species, and 60 species
of concern and established rarity. With the
extensive impacts of urbanization and pollution on
much of the southern California landscape, the
plant communities within the study area provide a
refuge for wildlife populations that have been
severely reduced from their former range. Over the
past 150 years, development south of the study
area has had a significant impact on habitat. For
example, wetlands south of the study area have
been degraded by flood control measures such as
damming, diverting or channeling creeks, grazing
livestock, introduction of invasive species,
wastewater discharge, stormwater runoff, and
development.21

Endangered and severely reduced habitats within
the study area include riparian areas, native
grasslands, coastal dunes and strand, central
maritime chaparral coastal sage scrub, and
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wetlands.22 Rare habitats include tanbark oak
forest and bishop pine forest.23

Because the study area coast is the largest and
healthiest remaining coastal area in southern
California, its protection is important to coastal
ecosystems such as the Channel Islands National
Marine Sanctuary (CINMS), located just off the
study area coast.24 The CINMS is internationally
recognized as a United Nations, Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO)
biosphere reserve. 

The undeveloped nature of the study area coast
also accounts for the richness and concentration of
archeological sites. The study area offers
exceptional potential for research and
interpretation that will answer questions about
human activities along the coast. Many of the
plants and animals important to the early cultures

and the Chumash who resided at these sites are
still present, allowing the study and appreciation of
these sites in their ecological context.25 In
addition, many portions of the area have not been
extensively surveyed and inventoried. It is
estimated that in the coastal zone from Gaviota to
Point Sal, the proportion of archeological sites that
are disturbed is estimated at fewer than 10% as
compared to 90% for urban areas between
Ellwood and Carpinteria.26 The number of sites in
the undisturbed areas is unknown. As surveys on
Vandenberg AFB have uncovered approximately
1,300 sites, we can assume that areas in the
western portion of the study area would yield a
high number of sites if comprehensive surveys
were completed.

The study area meets all four of the requisite
criteria for national significance.

Notes


