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Introduction

In late 2009, Cooper Ecological Monitoring, Inc. was contracted by Robert A. Hamilton
(RAH) of Hamilton Biological, Inc., and the County of Los Angeles to assess the biological
community of Oxford Basin (Basin). The study area for this enhancement project includes
9.0 acres of a 10.7-acre parcel within Marina del Rey in Los Angeles County. In 2009, just
prior to and concurrent with this work, I had teamed with RAH to produce a Conservation
& Management Plan for Marina del Rey (now in draft form), which will assess the current
and historical status of colonial waterbirds and other sensitive species of Marina del Rey,
including Oxford Basin.

Background

Oxford Basin (Figure 1) was constructed in 1960 to “receive storm runoff at such times as
the state of the tide within the [Marina del Rey] harbor precluded its discharge causing
inundation of the low-lying lands adjacent to the north section of the harbor” (County of
Los Angeles 1976). The Basin’s water is roughly half as saline as seawater (C. Swift, pers.
comm.). The Basin is fed by two (freshwater) storm drain inlets along the northeastern and
southeastern ends, and a tidal gate at the western end provides limited flushing (the Basin
was not designed to drain completely; as of the 1970s, the daily tidal range was “on the order
of 5 feet”, County of Los Angeles 19706; see Appendix).



\c

Figure 1. Oxford Basin (at low tide), showing inlet under Washington Blvd. (A), “eastern” inlet (B), main outlet
to Matina del Rey harbor (C), mudlfat/drawdown area (D), and myoporum grove (E).

Figures 2 and 3 show Oxford Basin at low and high tide, respectively. This site now
represents the largest remnant of open space, and the only area of tidal wetland habitat,
within Marina del Rey. Today, the Los Angeles County Department of Public Works is
looking into improving the function and natural features of Oxford Basin, and evaluating the
biotic resources of the site, which have not been studied in decades. In the intervening years,
wetland habitat, including that of small sites like Oxford Basin, have only become rarer and
more highly valued in the region.

Figure 2. Oxford Basin, view west, during draw-down (28 May 2010, DSC).



Figure 3. Oxford Basin, view west, when full (23 September 2009, RAH).

To ensure that future work is done in a manner sensitive to the natural environment, and
complementary of the ecological integrity of the nearby Ballona Wetlands, Cooper
Ecological Monitoring was asked to:

e Develop baseline species lists for terrestrial vertebrates on the site.
e Assess the constraints on the current usage of the site by native bird species.

e Provide recommendations to the County for ecological improvements that could be
made to the site, while still allowing for its primary use as a flood-control structure.

History of Site
Following its construction in 1963, the entire site, including approximately five acres of open

water and surrounding landscaped “upland”, was designated as a “Bird Conservation Area”
by the Los Angeles County Board of Supervisors. In 1965, fill dirt was imported and placed
along the northeastern edge of the site, and (irrigated) plantings were made here “to further
improve the habitat”, with additional plantings continuing to 1968 (County of Los Angeles
1976). Despite the moniker of “Bird Conservation Area”, the site has never been formally
managed for wildlife', and by the early 1970s it had become a popular dumping ground for
unwanted pets, including rabbits and chickens. This situation was partially remedied in the
1990s by the construction of a taller fence surrounding the site, making it more difficult to
toss pets inside. Still, other management issues remain, most significantly, the lack of full
tidal flushing, which during summer months results in the formation of thick mats of algae

! Some actions ran counter to current ecological practices; a flock of domestic ducks was introduced from
Alondra Park in 1965, reportedly prompted by “the apparent lack of bird life” at the site (County of Los
Angeles 1970, p. 4). Descendents of these birds, as well as domestic ducks from the nearby Venice Canals, may
still occur today.



covering the surface of the lagoon, as well as unpleasant odors from decomposing
vegetation”,

Designed and still used exclusively as a storm water catchment facility, Oxford Basin has
been the subject of several proposals to improve its appearance and provide amenities for
visitors to and residents of Marina del Rey since the 1960s. The most significant was a
proposed 1.3-million-dollar “Japanese-American Cultural Garden” (1976), which led to the
first attempt to study the birds of the site, consisting of a series of visits between 14 June to
30 November 1973 by an undergraduate student at California State University, Humboldt
(then Humboldt State College; Schleicher 1974; see Appendix). It should be noted, however,
that this study was not done by a trained observer (e.g., gulls were not identified to species),
and it entirely missed the primary local nesting season for birds (March - May). In addition,
many of the management recommendations in the report are unsophisticated, and read as
the (unsupported) opinions of a young student (e.g., “We have for all practical purposes
100% cover on the land of which 90% is usable for the birds”; Schleicher 1974:9). Perhaps
most jarringly, the author suggested planting non-native cotoneaster (Pyracantha sp.) widely,
and removing native marsh plant species such as pickleweed (Salicornia virginica).

A second attempt to survey the birds of the Oxford Basin was done five years later,
consisting of weekly surveys from 11 August 1979 to 08 August 1980 (with a “preliminary
investigation” conducted from 07 October 1978 to 14 April 1979) by staff from the Los
Angeles County Museum of Natural History (Schreiber and Dock 1980:2; see Appendix). In
addition to producing a more professional report, the authors went into more detail on the
habitat conditions and avian usage (including observations of flocks of white-crowned
sparrows [Zonotrichia lencophrys] — now essentially extirpated from the site — feeding under
shrubs in winter). However, this study, too, was similarly not peer-reviewed, and includes
some questionable information. For example, under the account for belted kingfisher
(Megaceryle aleyon), the authors state that a pair “probably nests at the Bird Conservation
Area”; the species was and still is virtually unknown as a breeder in southern California,
confined to a handful of remote, unchannelized streams in the backcountry. Even less
helpful, the report recommended that the site be modified “to make it more conducive for
the domestic animals”, and included many normative statements that serve to downplay the
importance of the site as a natural area, e.g., “the area serves little or no purpose as a
conservation area for a viable population of migratory or resident wild species” and “any
efforts at habitat modification would have little or no effect at increasing the wild avian
populations in the region.” These pejorative statements are still quoted in environmental
documentation (e.g., California Coastal Commission 2007), if only because the site has not
been re-studied in more than 30 years.

Other sources of information on the birds of the area deserve mention, including a database
of bird counts from monthly visits to nearby Ballona Lagoon (i.e., the southernmost
extension of the main Venice Canal, so-named in 1996 following an extensive habitat
restoration project), compiled by local birder Charles Almdale between 1996 and 2006.
Ballona Lagoon, a linear wetland of approximately 16 acres located a short distance

west/ coastward of Oxford Basin, receives tidal flushing from the Marina del Rey harbor

2 During summer, maintenance staff from Los Angeles County Department of Beaches and Harbors rake piles
of algae from the basin at low tide (DSC pers. obs.).



mouth at its southern end (CERES 1997). While not directly applicable to Oxford Basin in
its current state, Ballona LLagoon may serve as a model of what restoration of a similar-sized
wetland can achieve. For example, Ballona LLagoon is regularly visited by the State- and
federally-endangered California least tern (Sternula antillarnm browniz) and supports a much
wider diversity of waterfowl, shorebirds, large waders (herons/egrets) and migrant landbirds
year-round than does Oxford Basin.

Methods

For this report, DSC conducted a thorough review of existing literature on the historical
Ballona Wetlands and Marina del Rey, including obtaining copies of both prior bird surveys
(see above) during the 1970s. DSC and/or RAH conducted brief (1-2 hour) monthly visits
to Oxford Basin on eight mornings between September 2009 and April 2010 (23 September
2009 - morning and afternoon visit, 23 October 2009, 20 November 2009, 23 December
2009, 12 January 2010, 24 February 2010, 25 March 2010, and 27 April 2010), recording
numbers of all birds seen at the site (including the “upland”/planted areas adjacent to the
lagoon itself). Prior to this, we made a combined 19 visits to Oxford Basin during summer
2009 to census heron and egret usage for the Marina del Rey Conservation & Management
Plan (Hamilton and Cooper 2010).

Results

Birds

As of July 2010, 84 species of birds have been credibly recorded at Oxford Basin (Schleicher
1974; Schreiber and Dock 1980; this study). A handful of species reported in previous
studies are not credible, and should not be considered part of the avifauna of the site. For
example, Schreiber and Dock (1980:21) reported multiple olive-sided flycatchers (Contopus
cooperi) in January, but the species is virtually unknown in winter in North America. Of the
84 species credibly reported, 33 species were not detected during our recent monthly visits
since September 2009, which suggests that roughly 50 species may be expected to occur
regulatly at the site each year. The following Table A provides the results for 2009/2010 and
compares them with results obtained 30 years ago, mainly by Schreiber and Dock (1980).
Apparent changes in bird species composition at the Basin are discussed in subsequent
sections of this report (see especially “Faunal Change at Oxford Basin” on page 13).

Table A. Status of bird species at Oxford Basin, 1980 vs. 2009/2010

Family Species 1980 Present Change

Waterfowl

Mallard
Abnas platyrhynchos

50+ yeat-round, incl.
domestics

Up to 23 during fall/winter;
<5 during spring; pair with 5
young on 28 May 2010.

N/A

American wigeon
Abnas americana

Vagrant (1 on 18 Nov.)

Up to 89 in winter (Nov. -
Mar.)

Colonization

Callipepla californica

Gadwall No record Up to 6 in winter (Dec. - Feb.) | Colonization
Apnas strepera
Cinnamon teal Vagrant (1 in early May) | No records N/A
Anas cyanoptera
Bufflehead Vagrant (1 in late Oct.) No records N/A
Bucephala albeola
Lesser scaup Up to 20 in winter Up to 14 in winter (Nov. - N/A
Aythya affinis (Nov. - Mar.) Mar.)
Quails California quail 1 in spring No records N/A




Family Species 1980 Present Change
Grebes Pied-billed grebe Singles in winter Five in fall (23 Oct.), 1 through | N/A
Podilymbus podiceps winter
Eared grebe Up to 3 in winter 1 in winter N/A
Podiceps nigricollis
Western grebe Single in winter 1 on 20 Nov. N/A
Aechmophorus occidentalis
Pelicans/ California brown pelican No record 1 imm. in fall/winter N/A
Cormorants Pelecanus occidentalis californicus
Double-crested cormorant Vagrant (1 on 26 Nov.) | Up to 3 in fall N/A
Phalacrocorax: anritus
Large waders Great blue heron No records 1 on 3 dates Colonization?
Abrdea herodias
Great egret No records 1-2 through early winter Colonization
Ardea alba
Snowy egret Singles on 2 dates Up to 3 year-round Colonization
Egretta thula
Green heron Up to 3 in winter No records Extirpation?
Butorides virescens
Black-crowned night-heron 2 in late winter/spring Upto8 N/A
Nycticorax nycticorax:
Raptors Red-shouldered hawk Listed by Schleicher Single on several dates N/A
Buteo lineatus (1974)
Red-tailed hawk No records 1 on 23 Dec. N/A
Buteo jamaicensis
American kestrel Resident (“observed No records Extirpation
Falco sparverins commonly”)
Rails American coot 20-50 birds in Up to 45 birds fall/winter N/A
Fulica americana fall/winter
Shorebirds Black-bellied plover 1 on two dates in fall No records N/A
Pluvialis squatarola
Semipalmated plover 3 on 14 Oct. No records N/A
Charadrins semipalmatus
Killdeer Up to 6 in fall, then 1 1-2 in spring Slight decline
Charadrins vociferus through winter
Greater yellowlegs 2 on 26 Nov. No records N/A
Tringa melanolenca
Spotted sandpiper Sporadic Sept. — May No records Decline
Actitis macularia
Marbled godwit 1 in fall No records N/A
Limosa fedoa
Western sandpiper “sporadically on No records Extirpation?
Calidris manri mudflats” in winter
Sanderling* 150 on 26 Nov.* No records N/A
Calidris alba
Red knot 2 on 9 Dec. No records N/A
Calidris canutus
Long-billed dowitcher 1in Jan. No records N/A
Limnodromus scolopacens
Gulls/Terns Bonaparte’s gull 1 on 2 Dec. No records N/A
Larus philadelphia
Heermann’s gull “Occ.” in fall/winter No records Decline
Larus heermanni
Ring-billed/California gull Up to 37 Oct. - Apr. 2RBGU on 12 Jan. Decline
Larus delawarensis/ L. californicus
Herring gull 3 on 13 Jan. No records N/A
Larus argentatus
Western gull Irregular throughout Singles on 4 dates N/A
Larus occidentalis year
Forstet’s tern “Occ.” on mudflats in No records Decline
Sterna forsteri fall /winter
California least tern “Obsetved foraging in No records Extirpation?
Sternula antillarnm brownii the pond...spring and
summer, 1980
Doves Rock pigeon Up to 41 year-round 3-4 in spring Decline
Columba livia
Eurasian collared-dove No records Resident in surrounding urban | (Colonization)
Streptopelia decaocto area (to north)
Spotted dove Resident in surrounding | No records Extirpation

Streptopelia chinensis

urban area




Family Species 1980 Present Change
Mourning dove 25+ in Nov.; otherwise Up to 27 in late fall; single- N/A
Zenaida macronra up to 4 year-round digits rest of year

Swift White-throated swift Listed by Schleicher No records N/A
Streptoprocne gonaris (1974)

Hummingbirds Anna’s hummingbird Up to 3 in winter Up to 11, with juveniles heard Increase/
Calypte anna in myoporum grove (24 Feb.) Colonization as

breeder

Allen’s hummingbird No records 2 on 27 Apr. N/A
Selasphorus sasin

Kingfisher Belted kingfisher Up to 3 in winter 1 on three dates in fall/winter N/A
Megaceryle alcyon

Woodpecker Northern flicker Irr. throughout year in No records Extirpation
Colaptes auratus “wooded portion”

Flycatchers Western wood-pewee 1 in May 1980 No records N/A
Contopus sordidulns
Pacific-slope flycatcher Listed by Schleicher No records N/A
Empidonax difficilis (1974)
Black phoebe No records Up to three year-round Colonization
Sayornis nigricans
Ash-throated flycatcher Listed by Schleicher No records N/A
Myiarchus cinerascens (1974)

Vireo Hutton’s vireo No records 1 wintered 14 Dec. 2007 - 27 N/A
VVireo bhuttonii Jan. 2008 (DSC unpubl. data)

Shrike Loggerhead shrike Resident (“commonly No records Extirpation
Lanius ludovicianus observed”)

Crows/Jays Western scrub-jay 1-2 year-round 1 on 23 Sept. Extirpation?
Aphelocoma californica
American crow Up to 4in Oct,; Up to 5; nesting observed in Colonization as
Corvuis brachyrhynchos otherwise irr. myoporum (25 Mar.) and in a breeder

surrounding residential area

Common raven 1 overhead Apr. No records N/A
Corvus corax

Swallows No. rough-winged swallow No records Singles in spring N/A
Stelgidopteryx: serripennis
Barn swallow Small #s late Small #s in spring and summer | N/A
Hirundo rustica spring/summer

Misc. songbirds | Bushtit Up to 20 in fall/winter | Up to 20 year-round? N/A
Prsaltriparus minimns
House wren 1-2 in spring No records N/A
Troglodytes aedon
Ruby-crowned kinglet No records Up to 4 in winter Colonization
Regulus calendnla
Hermit thrush Singles late fall/winter No records N/A
Catharus guttatus
Northern mockingbird Up to 4 year-round 1 on 3 dates Decline?
Mimus pobyglottos
European starling Common resident Irr.; up to 10 N/A
Sturnus vulgaris
Cedar waxwing No records 30 on 27 Apr. N/A
Bombycilla cedrorum
Phainopepla Vagrant (1 on 7 Oct.) No records N/A
Phainopepla nitens

Wood-warblers Orange-crowned warbler 2 on 8 Jan. 1 on 3 dates N/A
Vermivora celata
Yellow-rumped warbler “regularly observed” in | Up to 15 in winter (all but 1 N/A
Dendpoica coronata winter were “Audubon’s”)
Black-throated gray warbler No records Up to 2 in winter/spring Colonization
Dendroica nigricans
Townsend’s warbler No records Up to 3 in winter/spring Colonization
Dendroica townsendi
Hermit warbler No records 1 0n 27 Apr. N/A
Dendroica occidentalis
Wilson’s warbler 1 in late Apr. 1 on 27 Apr. N/A
Wilsonia pusilla
Western tanager Singles (2) in fall No records N/A
Piranga ludoviciana

Sparrows Green-tailed towhee Vagrant (1 in late Jan.) No records N/A

Pipilo chlorurns




Family Species 1980 Present Change
Song sparrow “Frequent” in fall No records Extirpation
Melospiza melodia
White-crowned sparrow Up to 60 in winter 2-3 on 2 dates Extirpation
ZLonotrichia lencophrys

Blackbirds/ Western meadowlark No records 2 on 23 Sept. N/A

Orioles Sturnella neglecta
Bullock’s oriole Vagrant (1 in late Aug.) | No records N/A
Icterus bullockii

Finches House finch Up to 20+ year-round Up to 3 in fall/winter, then 10 | N/A
Carpodacus mexicanns on 27 Apr.
Lesser goldfinch “Small #s late winter” 2 on 24 Feb., 27 Apr. N/A
Spinus psaltria

Weaver House sparrow Common resident 15 on 27 Apr. N/A
Passer domesticus

* A generally coastal species reported by Schreiber and Dock (1980) almost certainly in error (150 individuals); however, this species
regularly forages well up Ballona Creck as far as Centinela Ave. (DSC pers. obs.), so it is possible that it occurred and may again.

Three species have been observed nesting at Oxford Basin in 2010: the mallard (Anas
platyrbynchos; pair with five young on 28 May), Anna’s hummingbird (Cahpte anna; two
juveniles in the myoporum grove on 24 February), and the American crow (Corvus
brachyrhynchos; pair nest-building in the myoporum grove on 25 March). Several other species
were observed using the site during the breeding season, but were breeding off-site in the
surrounding residential area and ornamental landscaping, notably several species of herons
and egrets (see Hamilton and Cooper 2010 for discussion).

Figure 4. California
ground-squirrel at
Oxford Basin, 7 May
2010 (Emile Fiesler).

Non-bird Wildlife

Mammals, reptiles, and amphibians were scarce during our surveys. On 28 May 2010, at least
10 California ground-squitrels (Spermophilus beecheyi) were detected (DSC), with presumed
burrows scattered across the entire site; one squirrel was seen on 7 May 2010 (E. Fiesler;
Figure 4) but they were not detected during the preceding fall/winter. Two non-native
eastern fox squirrels (Seurus niger) were observed in the myoporum grove on 24 February
2010, and evidence of their presence (including pine cone “shavings”) are easily observed.




Figure 5. Track (hind
foot), likely of a striped
skunk or possibly a
raccoon, at Oxford
Basin, 13 October 2009
(DSC).

Numerous large burrows are present toward the far eastern end of the site, within the
myoporum grove (Figure 1), that likely belong to striped skunk (Mephitis mephitis) based on
their size and the habitat (this mammal is now common and highly urban-adapted in the
region). Tracks in mud seen on several visits (Figure 5) indicate the presence of either skunk
or raccoon (Procyon lotor), another ubiquitous, urban-adapted animal in Los Angeles. The feral
dogs, chickens, and domestic ducks mentioned in previous studies are no longer present
(raising the height of the fence apparently helped), although several obvious hybrid/feral
mallard X domestic ducks were present on most visits. Native rabbits ($y/ilagus sp.) that
were present in the 1970s have apparently been extirpated from the site.

No lizards or amphibians were observed during the 2009/10 sutvey, although Schleicher
(1974) lists southern alligator lizard (E/lgaria multicarinata) as occurring, and it likely still does.

Vegetation Notes

In a concurrent study, botanist David Bramlet is documenting and mapping the plants and
plant communities of Oxford Basin; this section provides a brief overview of the existing
vegetation. The Basin currently supports three main habitats: open water; saltmarsh/mudflat;
and ornamental vegetation/thicket. Since the vegetation of site was last assessed (in 1980),
the amount of open water has remained more or less constant, the myoporum thicket that
surrounds the lagoon has matured, and the extent of saltmarsh — dominated by pickleweed
(Salicornia virginica) — formerly limited to the southern shore and eastern inlet (Gustafson
1980; see Appendix), now extends around the entire shoreline. Currently (2010), the entire
northern edge of the Basin is dominated by shrubby, non-native Perez’s sea-lavender
(Lzmoninm perezii), forming a low, purple hedge between the northern fenceline and the
waterline.

In addition to pickleweed, only one other native plant species noted in the 1970s still occurs
at the site, wild heliotrope (Heliotropium curassavicum); at least one native plant species has



been lost at the site, mugwort (Artemisia douglasiana), which was formerly found growing with
weedy, non-native species at the eastern inlet (Gustafson 1980). Other native species noted
by Gustafson (1980) were apparently planted during the original landscaping (see list in
County of Los Angeles 1976, in Appendix), including coyote brush (Baccharis pilularis) and
laurel sumac (Malosma lanrina).

Sensitive Bird Species of Oxford Basin

Compared to the nearby Ballona Wetlands, Oxford Basin supports few sensitive species.
However, some deserve mention, either because they are considered noteworthy by
regulatory agencies (generally the California Department of Fish and Game), or because they
are particularly dependent on coastal wetland, open-country, and other scarce habitat in the
region. As a note, the (draft) Marina del Rey Conservation & Management Plan includes a
comprehensive discussion of all sensitive bird species known from the Marina area; this is an
abbreviated list of species that appear to be using Oxford Basin, based on our surveys, and
those that could potentially use a restored Oxford Basin.

California Brown Pelican (Pelecanus occidentalis californicus) (State Endangered)

One individual was observed on several visits during the 2009/10 surveys (Figure 6). Eatlier
(1970s) visits did not record this large bird, but this was likely due to its extreme rarity in the
region during the 1970s, when DDT-caused eggshell-thinning infamously drove it to the
endangered species list. Since then, the species has rebounded, and it is now a regular sight
along the coast and well upstream along Ballona Creek (DSC unpubl. data). Because of its
rarity at Oxford Basin, and the fact that it has so much (occupied) habitat nearby (hundreds
roost nearly year-round on the breakwater at the mouth of Marina del Rey harbor), and due
to the small size of the site, it is unlikely that Oxford Basin will ever be particularly important
for the California brown pelican.

Figure 6. California brown
pelican foraging at Oxford Basin,
13 October 2009 (DSC).
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Snowy Egret (Egretta thula) (no special status)

This species recently (c. 2005) established a breeding colony (“rookery”) in tall eucalyptus,
ficus, and coral trees in and around the parking lot of Yvonne B. Burke Park just east of
Oxford Lagoon (Cooper 2006b), which held an estimated 69 nests of snowy egrets and
black-crowned night-herons in July 2009 (Hamilton and Cooper 2010). During more than a
dozen visits by DSC and RAH during July 2009, we confirmed that Oxford Basin provides
important breeding-season foraging area for snowy egrets, particularly for young-of-the-year.
Up to 19 individuals per day were recorded during July 2009, likely from nearby nests at
Burke Park (Figure 7).

Great Heret (Ardea alba) (no special status)

Unrecorded by earlier surveyors (1970s), small numbers of this large wader were found
during 2009/10, including young-of-the-year during summer 2009 surveys (Hamilton and
Cooper 2010). Like the snowy egret, the great egret maintains a nesting colony adjacent to
Oxford Basin at Yvonne B. Burke Park, albeit in much smaller numbers; additional nesting
sites at Marina del Rey were documented in 2009, with an estimated Marina-wide breeding
population of around five pairs.

Figure 7. Typical scene of egrets
(snowy and great) foraging on the
north side of Oxford Basin on 23
July 2009, near the main inlet at
Washington Boulevard. These
birds were probably from the
nearby breeding colony along

Admiralty Way (RAH).

Black-crowned Night-Heron (Nyeticorax nycticorax) (no special status)

Long recorded at Oxford Basin during the non-breeding season (see Cooper 2006a), this
medium-sized wader initiated nesting at Marina del Rey during the late 1990s. Today, several
dozen pairs breed at the Marina, with a particulatly large colony located just east of Oxford
Basin, at Yvonne B. Burke Park. Although only relatively small numbers were observed at
Oxford Basin during fall-spring (fewer than 10 birds per day), daily counts of up to 14 birds
were made during July 2009 (see Figure 8), at a time of year when parents likely lead young
birds to the Basin to forage in family groups (Hamilton and Cooper 2010).
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Figure 8. Black-crowned night-herons
— juvenile on the left, adult on the
right — at Oxford Basin on 7 May 2010
(Emile Fiesler).

American Kestrel (Falo sparverins) (no special status)

This small raptor was found to be resident at Oxford Basin during the 1970s, but we know
of no modern (post-1980) records from the site (IDSC unpubl. data). As of 2010, it no longer
breeds at the Ballona Wetlands, where it was once a common year-round resident. In coastal
portions of the Los Angeles Basin, large vacant lots that formerly supported American
Kestrels year-round have all but disappeared. At Oxford Basin, such habitat modifications as
removal of myoporum and trees and maintenance of low-profile vegetation, with patches of
bare ground, could possibly facilitate the kestrel’s re-establishment, at least in fall and early
wintet.

California Least Tern (Sternula antillarum brownii) (State/Fed. Endangered

The least tern maintains one of its largest known nesting sites at south Venice Beach, just a
few hundred meters from Oxford Basin. Schreiber and Dock (1980) recorded this species at
the Basin, but provided only sparse details about the nature of its occurrence: “Of particular
interest are California Least Terns, an endangered species that nests on nearby Venice Beach
and the Ballona Wetlands, and occasionally forages on small fish in the Bird Conservation
Area” (p. 4); “Observed foraging in the pond at the Bird Conservation Area in Spring and
Summer, 1980” (p. 20). Unfortunately, the number of individuals observed is illegible in the
table of the report.

It is possible that the California least tern currently uses Oxford Basin at least irregularly as a
foraging site for birds nesting in the Venice Beach colony, as birds are regularly seen
foraging for mosquitofish (Gambusia affinis) at Ballona Freshwater Marsh and elsewhere in
the Ballona area (Cooper 2006b). Having been fenced for decades, Oxford Basin receives
very little coverage by birders, and since the least tern is present locally for only a brief time
window (May to early July), it is likely that any foraging here — particularly the occasional
brief visit by a bird bringing food to young — would simply be unobserved. It is not likely
that the California least tern would ever nest at Oxford Basin, as the site does not support
the broad, sandy beach and sandbar habitat favored by this species. Rather, Oxford Basin
should be seen as a potential alternative foraging site for the species during its brief late
spring/eatly summer nesting season.

Loggerhead Shrike (Ianius ludovicianus) (California Species of Special Concern)

Like the American kestrel, the shrike was formerly (1970s) present at Oxford Basin but is
now best considered totally extirpated. It, too, still winters (1-3 individuals per year) at the
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nearby Ballona Wetlands (including at Area A adjacent to Marina del Rey), and it is possible
that the shrike could occur at Oxford Basin during migration, given the establishment of
batre ground and the establishment of a macroinvertebrate/small mammal fauna (e.g., large
grasshoppers, Order: Orthoptera) for foraging.

Western Meadowlark (Sturnella neglecta) (no special status)

This species has declined sharply throughout the Los Angeles area and, as of 2010, no longer
breeds in the Ballona area (DSC unpubl. data), or possibly anywhere else in coastal Los
Angeles County. Two birds were observed on a grassy promontory along the north end on
13 Oct. 2009 (Figure 9). Though these were fall migrants, it is possible that small numbers of
wintering birds could occur if several acres of low-profile forbs/grasses and open ground
were maintained at the site, rather than the dense (non-native) trees and shrubs currently
present.

Figure 9. One of two western
meadowlarks observed at Oxford
Basin on 23 October 2009 (DSC).

Patterns of Bird Usage

The patterns of usage documented in this report provide baseline data against which the
effects of future habitat enhancements may be compared. The fact that native birds are using
non-native vegetation at the site does not imply that these exotic plants are especially
“important” for birds at Oxford Lagoon. All of the birds recorded in the myoporum and
other landscaping at the site are commonly encountered in urban habitats throughout Los
Angeles. Nearby areas with native vegetation, either naturally-occurring or restored, such as
Ballona Freshwater Marsh and the Playa Vista Riparian Corridor, see much higher usage by
native bird species, including regular, successful breeding by more than a dozen species.

Scientific names of bird species recorded at Oxford Basin are omitted from the rest of this
report but can be found in Table A.

By Season
As found in previous studies, bird usage of Oxford Basin is highly seasonal. Overall numbers

are lowest in late summer and fall (July - October), before wintering waterfowl have arrived,
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and after the locally-nesting herons have raised young and dispersed. By November, small
rafts of waterfowl are present that include American wigeon, lesser scaup, and American
coot, joined by lower numbers of other species of ducks and grebes (Figure 10).

Figure 10. Gadwall (at far
left) and American
wigeon foraging on and
near an exposed mudflat
during draw-down of the
Basin’s water level in
advance of anticipated
rain on 23 February 2010
(DSC).

While a smattering of fall migrant songbirds can occur from late July on, the first flights of
wintering songbirds, such as ruby-crowned kinglets, yellow-rumped and Townsend’s
warblers, appear by late October, and remain through winter into April. Bird activity dips in
spring, after wintering waterfowl and wintering songbirds have departed (April), and when
only a small number of ubiquitous resident species, such as the American crow and bushtit,
nest in the dense myoporum grove at the far eastern edge of the site. However, on certain
days from mid-April to late May, a diversity of spring transient songbirds (e.g., Wilson’s
warbler) may occur, typically forming small foraging flocks in the myoporum grove (but
generally using any tree or shrub habitat available throughout the Marina). During summer,
waterfowl are mostly absent (aside from a handful of locally-breeding mallard), but herons
and egrets from local colonies forage in the Basin, their numbers augmented by locally-raised
young that remain into July and August.

By Area
Though data on usage by area of the Basin was not collected during our study in 2009/10, a

few broad patterns are clear. Most waterfowl were observed either resting on open water or
near overhanging vegetation along the shoreline, or foraging on the wet mud exposed during
a drawdown. Fish-eating species, such as the pied-billed grebe, were observed actively
feeding in open water. Herons and egrets foraged around the entire shoreline, but seemed
concentrated at either inflow (especially the inflow emerging from under Washington
Boulevard) or at the outflow to the Marina, where they would catch fish. Several species of
large waders were observed roosting in the trees surrounding the open water, particularly
black-crowned night-herons in myoporum and other landscaping trees at the far eastern end.
Songbirds (tree-dwelling) were found throughout the site, but were most consistently found
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in and around the myoporum grove at the eastern end, especially the area where dense
vegetation approached the freshwater at the eastern inlet.

Songbirds (other than the ubiquitous, non-native European starling) were almost never seen
on the ground at the site, suggesting that foraging opportunities for birds like sparrows and
towhees are limited, and have become even more degraded over time (see the subsequent
discussion of “Faunal Change at Oxford Basin”).

Faunal Change at Oxford Basin

Birds

The historical avifauna of the Oxford Basin area per se is not known, since it was part of a
much larger wetland system and its current configuration dates back only to the 1960s.
Historically, the inland mudflats and tidal channels of the “Venice Marshes” would have
supported flocks of shorebirds nearly year-round, and rafts of waterfowl in winter (“Lake
Los Angeles,” situated near present-day Oxford Lagoon, was a popular duck-hunting spot
through the 1950s; see, e.g., Cooper 2005). Species found in extensive, often wet grassland,
such as the northern harrier (Cireus cyanens) and the long-billed curlew (Numenins americanus)
were common in the Venice/Ballona area into the mid-1900s, as were dune and coastal
strand specialists such as the horned lark (Eremophila alpestris) and large-billed savannah
sparrow (Passerculus sandwichensis rostratus). Many of these coastal marsh, dune, and open-
country species were effectively extirpated by the construction of Marina del Rey, though
some — notably Belding’s savannah sparrow (P. 5. beldingi) and a variety of waterfowl and
shorebirds — maintain remnant populations at the nearby Ballona Wetlands/Ballona Creek.

As Marina del Rey has lost certain species, others have colonized novel habitats, nesting in
trees near water (herons/egrets, Family: Ardeidae), or on built structures such as culverts
(swallows, Family: Hirundinidae), or have simply “invaded” from the surrounding residential
area. These population changes are discussed below.

Of the species that are known only from 1970s surveys, several were apparently common
then and are best considered extirpated from the site at this time, a determination that is
supported by recent research on bird status and distribution in the Ballona area (Cooper
20006b). Recent years have seen the apparent extirpation of three resident or year-round
species from Oxford Basin: two raptors/predators (American kestrel and loggerhead shrike)
and a woodpecker (northern flicker). Two species, the green heron and western scrub-jay,
might be considered a part of this extirpated group as well, though only 1-3 birds each were
detected during the 1970s and both species remain fairly common in the greater
Marina/Ballona area year-round (Cooper 2006b). Two species of sparrows have apparently
been extirpated in their local roles from the site as well — the white-crowned (formerly a
winter resident) and the song (formerly occurred in fall migration).

Shorebirds appear to have been at least irregularly present at Oxford Basin during the 1970s,
but seem to have essentially abandoned the site. Schreiber and Dock (1980:6) wrote, “most
of the shorebirds recorded here are dependent on the mudflats for their occurrence, both to

feed and rest”. Only one or two individual killdeer were seen during the recent surveys
(Figure 11).
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Figure 11. Killdeer on exposed
mudflat at Oxford Basin on 23
February 2010 (DSC).

Other species that have apparently declined or stopped using the site include gulls and terns
(gulls were apparently common at Oxford Basin in winter 30 years ago and are now rare)
and possibly the northern mockingbird and the non-native rock pigeon. All of these species
remain common at Marina del Rey and the surrounding urban area, so it is likely that their
absence from the Basin stems from localized changes in vegetation, food supply and/or
water regime.

With declines have come inevitable increases; several species have apparently established
new populations at Oxford Basin that weren’t present during the 1970s. Most importantly,
large waders have increased dramatically. The great egret, snowy egret, and black-crowned
night-heron now breed at various locations along Admiralty Way and forage at the Basin
year-round, whereas during the 1970s they were only sporadic visitors to the Basin. Two
species of waterfowl should be considered new “colonists,” the American wigeon (high
double-digits in winter) and the gadwall; interestingly, no species of waterfowl has
dramatically declined at the Basin. The black phoebe, a resident and possible breeder,
appears to have recently colonized the Basin. Three species were confirmed as breeders in
2009/2010, when before they occurred only in the non-breeding season: the mallard, Anna’s
hummingbird and the American crow. The ruby-crowned kinglet, black-throated gray
warbler, and Townsend’s warbler are regionally common during both migration and winter,
though they were recorded at the Basin for the first time during 2009/2010.

Finally, the non-native spotted dove was considered common in residential areas Oxford
Basin in the 1970s, but this species has declined greatly locally and across the Los Angeles
Basin. The Eurasian collared-dove, a recent arrival to California that is starting to fill a
similar niche today, was detected in the neighborhood north of Oxford Basin during this
study.

[Addendum: An inactive nest high detected on 30 June 2010 in a large ficus tree along the

Basin’s southern border, near Admiralty Way, may have belonged to an American crow, a
heron, or a raptor (see Figure 12). When discovered by DSC, there was no bird activity in
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the area, and no obvious whitewash on the ground below. Given that American crows were
active in this area during previous visits, including birds carrying nesting material, this was
probably a crow’s nest. However, it is probably best left unidentified.]

Figure 12. Unknown nest on
south side of Oxford Basin, 30
June 2010; DSC).

Other Wildlife

Populations of non-avian terrestrial vertebrates have also come and gone from Oxford Basin
during recent decades. Schleicher (1974:14) recorded one native reptile, the southern
alligator-lizard (Gerrbonotus [now Elgaria) multicarinatus) and a native rabbit that was listed as
“Brush rabbit” (Sylvilagus bachmani) but was almost certainly the desert cottontail (8. audu-
bonii), a species widespread in the Los Angeles area. A 1976 EIR by the Los Angeles County
Department of Small Craft Harbors also mentioned rabbits (“Other than a few rabbits...”, p.
4). The desert cottontail is still common over much of the Ballona Wetlands (including
“Area A” adjacent to Marina del Rey) but no longer occurs at Marina del Rey proper, nor
elsewhere in the Venice/Mar Vista area (DSC pers. obs.). We consider it extirpated from
Oxford Basin. Schleicher (1974) also recorded a non-native turtle, the red-eared slider
(recorded as “Pseudemys sp.”), a commonly released pet found widely in urban Los Angeles
that will probably occur again at Oxford Basin. The Basin’s population of the California
ground-squirrel was not mentioned by Schleicher, and it may be fairly recent, perhaps the
result of animals displaced by ongoing development of vacant lots nearby.

Opportunities for Restoration

The avifauna of Oxford Basin is constrained by several factors, including the parcel’s small
size, isolation from other wetland habitats by urban development (including numerous tall
trees and two high-rise towers just to the south), current lack of regular tidal flushing, and
dominance of invasive, non-native vegetation. Other factors, such as a litter and water
quality, were emphasized in earlier studies but are probably only minimally impacting the
birdlife of the Basin. Ballona Creek, for example, easily as polluted a water body as Oxford,
sees very high usage from a much greater variety of waterbirds than does Oxford. Also, it is
worth noting that the nearby (restored) Ballona LLagoon just west of Marina del Rey is also
small in extent (and linear in configuration), but nonetheless supports an exceptionally high
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species diversity of shorebirds compared with present-day Oxford Basin (records of 10+
species per year [C. Almdale unpubl. data] vs. 1 species at Oxford Basin during the 2009/10
survey).

Relatively simple steps could be taken to enhance Oxford Basin for birds that have been
extirpated since the 1970s, and possibly even for certain species that existed in the pre-
Marina del Rey wetlands. Replacing the thicket of myoporum with low-profile, native
vegetation would likely result in the re-colonization of the site by white-crowned sparrows,
which no longer winter there. The American kestrel might use the site with such vegetation
restored, as could (migrant) northern flickers and song sparrows. These species remain
common in their respective roles in the larger Ballona ecosystem where native vegetation
persists or has been restored. Other migrant songbirds recorded regularly at Ballona Lagoon
that could use a restored Oxford Basin include the house wren, blue-gray gnatcatcher
(Poligptila caerulea), common yellowthroat (Geothhypis trichas), and Lincoln’s sparrow (Melospiza
lincolnii). None of these currently occur at the site or in typical urban/residential vegetation,
and all have responded positively to restoration at Ballona Lagoon and other nearby natural
areas.

With increased tidal flushing, the mudflats of Oxford Basin could once again support
numbers and a diversity of shorebirds, and possibly a wider variety of waterfowl than is
currently represented (just four ducks and one shorebird were detected during surveys in
2009/2010, contrasting with five species of waterfowl and at least nine species of shorebirds
in 1980). With most of the historical tidal mudflat habitat lost permanently in the
Marina/Ballona area (and essentially absent from the rest of the Santa Monica Bay/Los
Angeles Basin south of Malibu), restoration of this habitat could have a wide-reaching,
positive impact on waterbirds in the region. It is also possible that such sensitive species as
the California least tern could once again use the Oxford Basin as an alternate fishing site
during its breeding season.

Please refer to the draft Marina del Rey Conservation & Management Plan (Hamilton and
Cooper 2010) for additional species that could benefit from restoration at Oxford Basin.
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Appendix A. Previous reports on the birds and habitats of Oxford Basin (“Bird
Conservation Area”).

The following reports cited in the text are provided here as follows:

Los Angeles County Department of Small Craft Harbors. 1976. DEIR, Proposed Japanese-
American Cultural Garden, Marina del Rey. August 19, 1976 (including “List of Plant
Material at Bird Conservation Area - Marina del Rey”).

Schreiber, R. W., and Dock, C. F. 1980. The birds of the bird conservation area, Marina del Rey, 1.os
Angeles Connty. Report to Department of Small Craft Harbors, County of Los
Angeles, Marina del Rey, CA.

Gustafson, R. J. 1980. Vegetation analysis [of Bird Conservation Area, Marina del Rey].
Appendix Four of Report to Department of Small Craft Harbors, County of Los
Angeles, Marina del Rey, CA.

Schleicher, C. 1974. Ornithological Study of Bird Conservation Area, Marina del Rey,
California. Appendix F. Iz County of Los Angeles, Department of Small Craft
Harbors. 1976. DEIR, Proposed |apanese-American Cultural Garden, Marina del Rey.
August 19, 1976.
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DRAFT ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT REPORT - JAPANESE GCARDEN, MARINA DEL REY

SECTION II (continuation)

2. Current Environmaental Setting:

The premises encompass 10,716 acres, approximately half of which is submerged,
and is bounded as follows:
Along the northwest bondary by Washington Street, 3 secondary highway;
Along the north boundary by"a 60-foot railroad right of way belonging to
the Southern Pacific Transportation Co. which has applied for authoriza-
tion to abando;x its infrequent rail service;
On the east by Parcel Q, currently unimproved and'vacant. This property
fs identified for public parking on the harbor's muster development plan
and the project proponents propose that a parking lot be constructed to
serve the project;
Along the southeast side by Admiralty Way, s heavily travelled harbor
thoroughfare,
On the southwaest side by a public parking lot (Parking Lot "OT") operated
by the Department of Small Craft Harbors.
A portion of the South Bay Bicycle Trail traverses the north side of the premises
parallel with the railroad between Washington Street and Parcel O, It is s 16—fo;t
wide asphaltic concrete strip within a 20-foot right of way and is fenced on both

sides, All of the foregoing are identififable on the project plans snd serial photos

enclosed.

A complete list of plant materials Installed in the Bird Conservation Area is
provided in Appendix D, Most of it was planted between 1964 and 1968, The
lack of an adegquate irrigation system resulted in & heavy loss of first plantings.
A few trees died after reaching subs?nttal growth. This was attributed to deep

"-//7[ %‘{ﬂ ar' o rmt I oS tor 1 Doy .y
tap rools reaching the salt water level, However, most species have survived
rinee A
well and grown as expected. Pyrocantha Introduced in 1974 has not propagated as

-

well as expected and may be inhibited by elfther soll or climate or both, Soil

tests and analysis will be necessary to determine the nature of treatment, if any,

required to sustain desired exotic plant materials.

In 1973, between June 14 and November 30, &n inventory of bird life by observa-
tion and catalogueing was completed by Mr. Carter Schleicher, & biology major
enrolled st California State University, Humboldt, His report and recommendation
is attached ss Appendix F . No nests were found in the area and, with few excep-

tions, most birds sighted during this period are quite common throughout the

region,



DRAFT ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT REPORT - JAPANESE GARDEN, MARINA DEL REY

SECTION II (continuation)

In 1965, the apparent lack of bird life prompted the importation of 2 flock
of domestic ducks from Alondra Park, The flock was sugmented from time to time
by citizens wishing to get rid of pet ducks and, occaisionally chickens. While the
presence of these birds delighted many children, who watched and fed them through
the fence along Washington Street, it became apparent that it not function 25 a lure
to wild birds. Mr, Schleircher recommended their removal and 2 new home was
found for them away from the Marinz, However, "donations" of individual birds by
tossing them over the fence continue and the crowing of roosters has brought several

complaints from nearby apsartment tenants.

Other than a few rabbits, there is little evidence of the presence of mammuals
or reptiles on the premises. However, a deliberate study has been initizted by per-
sonnel of the County's Museum of Natural History and the results will be distributed

to recipients of this EIR for corelated review and comment,

The existing basin is kept submerged with salt water during the dry season
with & maximum pool elevation of sbout +3' MLLW., The tide control gate is set to
permit flows in and out with the daily harbor tide cycles. The Flood Control District
may lower the pool level to about -1' MLLW in advance of expected winter storms.
During the summer months, the low flows of fresh water into the pond create s brackish
condition, particularly in the shallow East end, and there is a high incidence of algae
and grass growth, There appears to be a thick mat of decomposed plant material ovaer
much of the bottom of the basin and Mr, Schleicher reported a "white cob-webby fungus.,”
Verious species of fish have been casuslly observed in the pond. However, no formal
study has been sccomplished heretofore, A comprehensiva study of the nature and
magnitude of marine life now present in the harbor waters, including the Oxford Drain-
age Basin, by a team from the University of Southern California has been commissioned
by the County. The results of the study are not expected to be finalized before the
latter part of 1977. A separate investigation of the "mud flats" areas of the basin
where shore birds have been observed feeding will be made and reported concurrently
with the data regarding animal life. The proposed project will not significantly

affect the water aress except where pebble surfaces are proposed to be installed in

shallow aress, Measures to obviate the undesired grass and algae will have to be devised and provided,

In addition to the Flood Control District's inlet and outlet structures, located
on the property, a mainline sanitary sewer and water and power transmission facilities
belonging to the City of Los Angeles traverse from East to West approximately 60-feet

South of and parallel with Washington Street,
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The Birds of the Bird Conservation Area

Marina del Rey, Los Angeles County
Ralph W. Schreiber and Charles F. Dock

Introduction

The "Bird Conservation Area'" (BCA) is 10.7 acres known as
Parcel P on the northwest corner of the Marina del Rey Small
Craft Harbor, Los Angeles County, California. The BCA was so
designated in 1963 by the County Board of Supervisors and is
primarily fenced and planted land surrounding a storm water
catchment basin. Various proposals have been made to improve
this region for public use over the years. Under the California
Coastal Act of 1976, regarding environmentally sensitive habitat
areas (Sec. 30240), any such project must consider the effects
of changes in the land on the biotic community. The present
study was designed to determine the bird use of the region.

This study is a portion of a larger study on the total avian

populations of the Ballona wetlands, but this report deals only
with the Bird Conservation Area (Dock and Schreiber, 1980, The
Birds of Ballona Wetlands, Los Angeles County, California, Sub-

mitted to California Coastal Commission).

Based on weekly surveys during 17 months between October



1978 and August 1980 of the birds of the "Bird Conservation
Area," we conclude that this area is not important as habitat
for wild birds in the Los Angeles basin. While it serves as
"green belt" space and as an area for a limited but important
number of people to enjoy seeing and feeding domestic ducks,
the area serves little or no purpose as a conservation area
for a viable population of migratory or resident wild species.
Because of its limited size and relative isolation, we believe
that any efforts at habitat modification would have little or
no effect at increasing the wild avian populations in the
region. Certain modifications could make it more cdnducive

for the domestic animals and as green space.
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during this study. In addifion, stations might be created
that would allow more efficient feeding of the birds and would
allow better observation of the birds; Commercial waterfowl
food might be provided in vending machines as it is at various
other urban parks. Such a venture would probably pay for
itself and would have the additional advantage of improving
the nutrition of the ducks and geese. These would be low-
cost measures and might well be‘the most popular with the

general public.

Option 2

If a substantial effort is to be made to improve the
current Bird Conservation Area in terms of its use by wild
birds, the following recommendations should be considered.

1. Clear the area of introduced vegetation and replant
with native species. This would mean an attempt to essentially
reestablish a coastal scrub community on the grounds of the
Bird Conservation Area. Such a program would improve the
aesthetic appeal of the conservation area and could have
an important educational value to the human community if infor-
mation concerning the vegetation were made available to the
public. Signs could be erected providing the names of the
plants and historical and ecological facts pertaining to the
species and coastal scrub communities in general. Such restor-
ation measures concerning the vegetati on wouid be likely
to attract larger numbers of migrating and winteriﬁg songbirds.

2. Remove the resident domestic waterfowl and gallinaceous

birds that currently inhabit the area in large numbers. Such
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28
and the variability of salinity should be regulated to permit
furtherdevelopment of the invertebrate community of the mudflats.
The invertebrates provide food for most of the shorebirds
and some of the duck species found on the area.

We must emphasize that the suggestions given above are a
brief outline, and we are more than willing to discuss these
factors further. However, we firmly believe that it is a real
gamble whether or not this "Bird Conservation Area' can actually
be improved as a wild bird habitat, no matter how much funds
are expanded. No question exists that it can be improved
as a ''green belt" and as an area for people to enjoy the presence
of and feeding of domestic ducks, but schemes to attract a

large wild bird population probably will be fruitless.
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Western Sandpiper
Marbled Godwit
Sanerling

Red Phalarope
Northern Phalarope
Gulls

Black-legged Kittiwake
Forster's Tern

Royal Tern

Caspian Tern

Least Tern

Owls

Barn Owl

Great Horned Owl
Burrowing Owl

Swifts & Hummingbirds

White-throated Swift
Black-chinned Hummingbird
Anna's Hummingbird
Allen's Hummingbird

Area

Bird
Cons.
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Fach planting area has its own plants to be taken out and its new
replanting. (See Table 2)

Table 2. Planting Development

Area 1
Plants to be removed -
Eucalyptus
Pines
Myoporum
Pampus Grass
Plants to be planted -

17 California Sycamores
17 Willows

Arez 2
Plants to be removed -
Pines
Grapes
Pampus Grass

Plants to be planted -

47 Pyracantha along the Tence
14 California Sycamores on the slope of Parking Lot OT

Area 3
Plants to be removed -

Myoporum
Pines

Plants to be planted -

L California Bay
4 California Sycamores

Area 4

Plants to be removed -
Pampus Grass
Oleander
Myoporumn
Pines

Plants to be Planted -
34 Toyon

10.
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