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By Erika I. Ritchie
eritchie@scng.com

An environmental proj-
ect to restore a 60-acre park 
near Newport Beach’s Up-
per Back Bay into an invit-
ing habitat for native plants 
and animals has reached the 
halfway point.

Recently, the second of 
four phases restoring Big 
Canyon Park was completed 
and officials say they are al-
ready seeing the benefits.

“Egrets are starting to 
come back,” said John Kap-
peler,  the 
city’s senior 
engineer who 
is heading 
up the plan 
to return the 
park to its 
natural state.

The effort, 
which began 
about two 
years ago, removes non-na-
tive plants and trees — such 

as the pepper tree — that 
were creating dense vegeta-
tion and crowding out native 
species and, therefore, the 
animals that rely on them.

The project is also chang-
ing the flow of Canyon Creek 
to prevent more soil erosion. 
Sharp 90-degree angles 
along the creek were causing 
the water to carve out earth, 
and flooding in some areas 
was becoming an issue.

The restoration, once 
completed, is expected to 

have cost about $6 million. 
So far, much of it has been 
funded by grants from the 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Ser-
vice, the Coastal Conser-
vancy and Defend The Bay, 
a local nonprofit dedicated 
to the protection of New-
port Bay.

As the crew began their 
work clearing dense vege-
tation, they discovered an-
other problem. Many of the 
park’s native willow trees 

ENVIRONMENT

CANYON PARK 
GETS A DO-OVER
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With Fashion Island in the background, a crew hydroseeds an area of the Big Canyon Nature Park in Newport Beach, 
located between Jamboree Road and Newport Back Bay, last week.

By Erika I. Ritchie
eritchie@scng.com

San Clemente has invested millions into re-
storing the historical Ole Hanson Beach Club, 
and now city officials say they want to make sure 
the North Beach site has the best opportunity 
to succeed.

The City Council recently agreed to give 24 
Carrots, LLC, a wedding and event organizer and 
caterer, a break on its rent for revenue lost in 
2020 during the coronavirus pandemic, as well 
as a five-year extension to the lease.

That means the city will give up about $75,000 
for the months between April to August. The ca-
terer pays a minimum of $15,000 per month as 
a base rent and the city also collects 5% of gross 
food and beverage sales. Typically, that’s been 
$180,000 a year in total collected rent.

The lease was set to expire in a year.
The beach club has been closed to all events 

and is only open for swimming each day except 
Sunday.

“We’re trying to be a good landlord like we 
would hope private landlords are helping their 
businesses,” San Clemente Mayor Kathy Ward 
said. “We looked at what we would be doing in a 
year when their lease would be up. Because they 

SAN CLEMENTE

Beach 
club to 
get rent 
relief
Ole Hanson Beach Club also will 
get extension on its lease; assist 
will cost the city about $75,000

By Erika I. Ritchie
eritchie@scng.com

If you’re getting a REAL ID, you have a bit of 
time before the Department of Homeland Secu-
rity begins enforcement.

And, in Orange County, residents will also have 
one more place to get the form of identification 
that will soon be used for boarding planes and 
entering federal facilities, such as military bases 
or courthouses. There are currently six locations 
available in Orange County.

Officials with the Department of Motor Vehi-
cles have announced a new driver’s license pro-
cessing center is opening early in 2021 in Ana-
heim. The facility at 3170 W. Lincoln Ave. opens 
its doors at 8 a.m. on Jan. 4.

ANAHEIM

DMV to open REAL 
ID, driver’s license 
processing office

By Roxana Kopetman
rkopetman@scng.com

Three developers are eyeing the 
Willowick Golf Course in Santa Ana 
in the latest discussion about what 
will be built on one of the last large 
pieces of open land in Central Orange 
County.

A fourth proposal, from the county, 
would turn 20 acres of the 102-acre 
parcel into a regional park.

The property could generate be-

tween $2.13 million to $100 million 
for Garden Grove if sold or leased to 
one of the three developers. And any 
commercial project on the property 
might boost future tax revenue. The 
county plan doesn’t call for a pur-
chase of the land.

The golf course is in the city of 
Santa Ana but it is owned by the city 
of Garden Grove. It’s adjacent to the 
Santa Ana River and the future OC 
Streetcar system, which had its first 
rails installed this month.

On Dec. 8, the Garden Grove City 
Council moved to authorize its staff to 
negotiate with the three developers. 
But the 5-2 vote showed some cracks 
in the city’s support to sell the land.

Councilman George Brietigam said 
he’s now having second thoughts 
about whether it’s a good idea to sell 
the public land.

“The more we get into this, the 
more I’m leaning to just leave it as 
a golf course, maybe redesign it, up-

GARDEN GROVE

Developers, county eye Willowick Golf Course land
Developers and 
Orange County 
are looking at 
what to do with 
the Willowick 
Golf Course, 
which is owned 
by the city of 
Garden Grove but 
is in the city of 
Santa Ana. 

LEONARD ORTIZ
STAFF PHOTOGRAPHER

Restoration: Egrets have already been spotted again at site 

Kappeler
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The offi  ce will process 
driver’s licenses and iden-
tification card transac-
tions. It replaces a similar 
office that was open for 
several years in Stanton 
— it closed in August 2019.

There will be 62 employ-
ees and 33 service win-
dows to help customers 
complete their DMV trans-
actions when an offi  ce visit 
is required.

With the current coro-
navirus pandemic, every-
one entering a DMV offi  ce 
is required to wear a face 
covering, keep a physical 
distance and consent to 
having their temperature 
taken. The number of peo-
ple allowed inside will be 
limited and Plexiglas will 
separate the DMV employ-

ees from the customers.
DMV officials reiter-

ated in a media release 
that “nearly all Califor-
nians can now renew 
their driver’s license on-
line — even if the renewal 
notice states an offi  ce visit 
is required.”

Information about on-
line services can be found 
at DMV.ca.gov/online.

Before visiting a DMV 
offi  ce for a new REAL ID, 
customers should fi ll out 
the online application, up-
load their documents and 
bring their confi rmation 
code and documents with 
them to an offi  ce at their 
convenience. The U.S. De-
partment of Homeland Se-
curity will begin REAL ID 
enforcement on Oct. 1.

DMV fi eld offi  ces are in 
Santa Ana, Westminster, 
Costa Mesa, Fullerton, La-
guna Hills and San Clem-
ente.

DMV
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date it, maybe incorporate a 
water park to make money,” 
Brietigam said Monday.

“I’m not in a rush to sell 
it or lease it,” he said.

Neither is Councilman 
Phat Bui, who tried to put 
the brakes on the coun-
cil’s vote to proceed with 
90-day negotiations with 
three developers and Or-
ange County.

In an interview Monday, 
Bui expressed concerns 
about fairness and trans-
parency with the project. 
Bui said he leans against 
selling the property but 
would consider leasing it if 
it’s “something that really 
benefi ts the community.”

As he did during the 
meeting, Bui expressed re-
peated concerns that the 
city could be sued again, 
as it was last year.

During the Dec. 8 coun-
cil meeting, Mayor Steve 
Jones said the city plans 
to engage in good faith ne-
gotiations and follow the 
law. To his two colleagues 
expressing concern, Jones 
said he suggested council 
members “cool our jets” 
and follow the staff ’s rec-

ommendations.
The council majority au-

thorized the city manager 
to begin negotiating with:

• Willowick Community 
Partners, formed by City 
Ventures, Jamboree Hous-
ing and Primestor compa-
nies, which wants to buy 
or lease the property to de-
velop a plan “anchored by 
a regional riverfront park” 
and featuring a mixed-use 
development with 1,690 
residential units, 70,000 
square feet of commercial 
space, and 34.8 acres of 
public open space.

• The non-profi ts Trust 
for Public Land, State 
Coastal Conservancy and 
the Clifford Beers Hous-
ing, which want to buy the 
land and develop a regional 
nature park and/or open 
space with some 270 aff ord-
able housing units. The site 
would also include a multi-
purpose “Welcome Center 
& Plaza” and community 
rooms in what’s now the 
golf club building.

• McWhinney Land LLC 
and Wakeland Housing, 
which wants a 55-year lease 
to create an 18-hour-day 
community with a mixed 
use development plan, in-
cluding open spaces, resi-
dences, retail, dining and 
entertainment “and the 

potential for a specialized 
land use, such as a sta-
dium, arena, or civic use, 
that could serve as the cen-
terpiece to the community.” 
McWhinney was the devel-
oper selected last year for 
a project at Willowick be-
fore litigation from a com-
munity group stopped it.

Last October, a commu-
nity organization known as 
OCCORD, Orange County 
Communities Organized 
for Responsible Develop-
ment, sued both Garden 
Grove and Santa Ana. The 
lawsuit alleged the cities 
violated the state’s Sur-
plus Land Act, which calls 
for public land to be priori-
tized for aff ordable housing 
and open space uses, such 
as public parks.

Then, in December, Gar-
den Grove attempted to 
push through a long-term 
development lease with 
MWillowick Land LLC, af-
fi liated with McWhinney 
Real Estate Services, Inc. 
City offi  cials appeared at 
the time to try to be getting 
around a new law before it 
kicked in Jan. 1, 2020: a 
new version of the Surplus 
Land Act. And a Los An-
geles Superior Court judge 
agreed, issuing a tempo-
rary restraining order Dec. 
17.

That lawsuit was set-
tled earlier this year, when 
the council agreed to pay a 
$388,469 settlement.

Forced to conform with 
the new law, the Garden 
Grove City Council in Feb-
ruary declared the prop-
erty “surplus land.” And the 
process began anew, with 
the city asking developers 
for proposals.

Cynthia Guerra, an or-
ganizer with the Rise Up 
Willowick Coalition, said 
her group of Santa Ana and 
Garden Grove residents 
support the proposal from 
the non-profi ts that want to 
focus mostly on open space 
and possibly low to moder-
ate-priced housing.

“It’s the only one that 
uses the land entirely for 
public benefi t,” Guerra said.

“This is a once in a life-
time opportunity to get ur-
gently needed open space 
in the area,” she said.

It’s unclear when the 
next step will take place. 
A 90-day process to begin 
negotiations with those 
who submitted proposals 
has not yet begun. That’s 
expected after the city re-
ceives some clarification 
from the non-profits for 
its proposal, city spokes-
woman Ana Pulido wrote 
in an e-mail.

Willowick
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asked for a reduction, we 
rolled it all into one thing.”

24 Carrots expected rev-
enues from weddings and 
banquets hosted at the beach 
club to bring in $144,000 be-
tween April and December, 
said Lynn Wagoner, repre-
senting the business. In-
stead, revenues came in 
at $36,000 this year. She 
asked the city to dismiss 
all monthly obligations for 
April and 50% of all subse-
quent rents from May until 
weddings can resume.

“We don’t have a lot of 
new bookings,” she said. 
“We basically are moving 
most people from 2020 to 
2021.”

North Beach, where the 
historic beach club was 
built in 1928 by San Clem-
ente founder Ole Hanson, 
is an area presently under-
going an all-around reno-
vation, including the con-
struction of a new bowling 
alley in the footprint of the 
old one built in 1946 and a 
restoration of the Miramar 
Theater, which was shut-
tered in 1992.

Both of those improve-
ments along North El 
Camino Real — scheduled 
to open in December 2021 
— are expected to create 
an entertainment and din-

ing destination, akin to the 
Packing District in Ana-
heim, where people pur-
chase food from diff erent 
venues and then enjoy them 
at public tables. Plans in-
clude 50 restaurant seats in-
doors and up to 150 seats in 
a landscaped outdoor din-
ing area facing El Camino 
Real. The lot will be en-
closed for safety.

The beach club’s reno-
vation started with a $1.5 
million building rehab that 
grew into a $5.6 million 
building and pool restora-
tion that opened in 2016. 
The facility was shut down 
for a few years because of 

structural issues discovered 
once the project was under-
way — including contrac-
tors fi nding a second pool 
beneath the pool they were 
working on.

As part of an hour-long 
discussion before the recent 
vote, Councilwoman Laura 
Ferguson suggested the 
lease for 24 Carrots only be 
extended for a year and the 
city poll local restaurateurs 
to see if there is interest in 
helping cater events at the 
beach club similar to what 
is presently done at San Cle-
mente’s Casa Romantica 
Cultural Center and Gar-
dens. 24 Carrots also pro-

vides event services there.
“They have six total res-

taurants where people can 
choose from various types 
and costs of food,” Fergu-
son said. “The Ole Hansen 
Beach Club should be the 
same.”

Ferguson made her sug-
gestion as a way to help lo-
cal businesses now handi-
capped by the coronavirus 
and recent restrictions to 
food services on site. She 
also said she had posted a 
discussion on the topic on 
her Facebook page and re-
ceived lots of support.

“This is an out-of-town 
vendor and people don’t 
have a choice,” she said, 
making a motion suggest-
ing other vendors should be 
considered.

With some support from 
newly seated Councilman 
Steve Knoblock and Coun-
cilman Gene James to give 
24 Carrots a year extension 
and do an economic study 
with local restaurants, Fer-
guson appeared to have 
some momentum.

But in the end, the major-
ity went with the fi ve-year 
lease extension.

“What are we really ac-
complishing here? Why are 
we punishing a vendor that 
went through an exten-
sive Request For Proposal,” 
Ward said. “The beach club 
is making the most money 
it has. I think we’re splitting 
the baby here.”
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The Ole Hanson Beach Club refl ects will get a break on its 
rent for revenue lost in 2020 during the pandemic. 
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An egret stands in the shallow water in the Newport Back Bay during low tide not far from the restoration project of the 
Big Canyon Nature Park in Newport Beach. 

were under siege from a 
highly invasive and almost 
indestructible beetle known 
as the polyphagous shot 
hole borer.

The beetle, which is 
about a third the size of a 
small fingernail, drilled 
holes through hundreds of 
trees. The tiny beetle lays 
eggs in the tunnels it cre-
ates and also introduces 
fungus that destroys the 
food and water-conducting 
systems of the tree, eventu-
ally causing stress and kill-
ing the tree.

Killing the vociferous 
beast, however, wasn’t easy. 
It required bringing in two 

scientists from UC River-
side for advice.

“It was so bad; we had to 
cut down the willows, grind 
them and cover the mulch 
in thick plastic,” Kappeler 
said. “Then we had to sun 
bake it on site for months.”

Some willows were 
cut down during the fi rst 
phase, but most were felled 
during the recent work in 
phase two.

With the invasive vege-
tation gone, crews went to 
work planting 10,000 new 
native plants. These include 
sycamore trees, cotton-
woods and some new wil-
lows. Native grassland spe-
cies were also introduced.

Work on the creek, which 
runs for about a mile from 
Big Canyon Country Club 
to Upper Newport Bay, was 

also done.
“We stabilized the creek 

bed and we smoothed out 
its banks to make it more 
linear,” Kappeler said.

So far, the project has 
cost about $3.75 million. 
The next step includes im-
proving the trails. The park 
has one main trail that is 
about 2.5 miles long and 
loops the land that is lo-
cated near the East Bluff  
neighborhood between 
Jamboree Road and the Up-
per Back Bay. There are also 
three side trails that tie in.

The city also partnered 
with Newport Bay Conser-
vancy on the project. Con-
servancy folks are now help-
ing with the maintenance 
of the new plants.

Final completion de-
pends on funding, Kappeler 

said. The city will look for 
grant funding options when 
the state releases the next 
round of applicable pro-
grams.

Newport Beach Mayor 
Brad Avery said preserving 
the area there is important 
because so much of New-
port Beach is built out.

“We have more to go with 
the state mandate for hous-
ing,” he said. “As more of 
that goes on, the more wil-
derness places are impor-
tant to the community.

“Preserving these areas 
and restoring them from 
the impact of human pollu-
tion is important,” he said. 
“Next, after this, we’ll need 
to do something to restore 
the wetlands in North New-
port. This is a move forward 
to do what we can.”

Newport
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By Heather McRea
hmcrea@scng.com

Esperanza High stu-
dents have been all over 
the communities sur-
rounding the Placentia-
Yorba Linda school dis-
trict campus helping res-
taurants that  always 
have been there when the 
school needed something.

Members of the Associ-
ated Student Body, tasked 
with supporting, encour-
aging and entertaining 
students throughout the 
year, recently hosted a 
bingo game that had stu-
dents and staff ers order-
ing snacks and meals 
from 24 local businesses. 
Each order got them a 
stamp on their game card, 
and a bingo earned them 
Esperanza stickers and T-
shirts.

Get all the squares 
stamped? The students 
got a coveted bridge pass 
— the campus straddles 
Kellogg Drive.

“With ASB, we are al-
ways looking out for our 
students and the sur-
rounding community,” 
said Annika Castro, a se-
nior who visited all the 
spots to earn a “blackout.” 

“We have to fi nd diff erent 
ways to bring up spirits 
and give everyone hope.”

The businesses, she 
said, were appreciative 
when the students vis-
ited and even encouraged 
them to try other shops to 
spread the benefi t. At Mr. 
D’s Diner, she took advan-
tage of the option to buy 
a meal for a veteran or a 
person in need.

“I think they just loved 
seeing the kids and their 
involvement,” Castro said.

Meghann Lukach, who 
teaches the ASB classes, 
said the businesses that 
students invited to par-
ticipate “help the school 
whenever we ask. They 
are always Johnny on the 
spot.”

Collin Chavez, another 
ASB member and a senior, 
also fi lled his bingo card 
by visiting the businesses, 
which ranged from eater-
ies to tea shops.

“We were driving all 
over the area,” he said.

Both students said 
they’d like to see the ASB 
host the game again; there 
are more businesses that 
“need some love,” Chavez 
said.

“These businesses pro-
vide to the community,” 
he said. “We were giving 
back to them. Giving them 
that thank-you for being 
there all these years.”

COMMUNITY

Bingo! Esperanza 
students fi nd fun 
ASB hosts game that 
helps restaurants get 
needed business
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