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SECTION 3.0 
ENVIRONMENTAL SETTING 

3.1 PROJECT LOCATION 

The Whittier Narrows Dam Basin Recreation Area (WNDBRA) is located in central Los Angeles 
County at the southwestern edge of the San Gabriel Valley. The WNDBRA encompasses 
approximately 1,500 acres that include and surround the confluence of the Rio Hondo and 
San Gabriel River at Whittier Narrows Dam Basin. The regional location and local vicinity of the 
WNDBRA are depicted on Exhibit 3-1.  

The majority of the WNDBRA is located within unincorporated Los Angeles County, with the 
southern portions of the WNDBRA located within the City of Pico Rivera, a small southwestern 
portion in the City of Montebello, and a segment of the Rio Hondo in the City of Rosemead. 
The WNDBRA is bound by the City of South El Monte to the north and east, the Cities of 
Industry and Whittier and the unincorporated community of Avocado Heights to the east, the 
City of Pico Rivera to the south, the City of Montebello and the unincorporated community of 
South San Gabriel to the west, and the City of Rosemead to the northwest. The locations and 
boundaries of adjacent jurisdictions are depicted in Exhibit 3-2.  

Primary vehicular access to the WNDBRA is provided by State Route 60 (SR-60), which bisects 
the WNDBRA and has on- and off-ramps at Rosemead Boulevard (State Route 19 [SR-19]). 
Interstate 605 (I-605) is adjacent to the southeastern boundary of the WNDBRA; SR-60 bisects 
the WNDBRA in an east-west direction; and Rosemead Boulevard bisects the WNDBRA in a 
north-south direction. These highways, as well as Interstate 10 (I-10), located approximately 
one mile north of the northern edge of the WNDBRA, provide regional access to the area. Other 
main thoroughfares within the WNDBRA include San Gabriel Boulevard (becomes Durfee 
Avenue east of its intersection with Rosemead Boulevard), Santa Anita Avenue, and 
Peck Road. Several other local neighborhood streets provide access to the edges and various 
venues within the WNDBRA.  

3.2 HISTORICAL CONTEXT 

The Flood Control Act of 1941 (PL 288) authorized the construction of the Whittier Narrows 
Dam Basin (Dam). In 1944, the Flood Control Act was amended to allow the U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers (USACE) to construct, maintain, and operate public park and recreational facilities at 
water resource development projects, which allowed “recreation” to become a secondary 
purpose of the Dam. In 1956, “water conservation” was added as the third authorized purpose 
for the Dam by the Second Endorsement from the Office, Chief of Engineers. 

Property was purchased in 1940 for the Dam and the design was completed in 
1945. Construction of the Whittier Narrows Dam Basin project, including the spillway and outlet 
works, was completed in 1957 and soon began operations as the Whittier Narrows Dam Basin 
Recreation Area (WNDBRA). Subsequently in 1957, approximately 1,160 acres of the reservoir 
were leased to the Los Angeles County Department of Parks and Recreation to use for park and 
recreational purposes, and in 1965 approximately 37 acres were leased to the City of 
Pico Rivera for recreational uses. The lakes and various recreational facilities in the WNDBRA 
were then developed. 
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The 1973 Design Memorandum No. 3 was the “Recreation Master Plan” for the WNDBRA. The 
Memorandum was revised in 1974 (i.e., the Revised Recreation Master Plan) and again in 1996 
(i.e., the Whittier Narrows Dam Basin Master Plan). The 1996 Master Plan is the most recently 
approved plan that guides the development of natural and man-made resources within the 
WNDBRA and designates the general land uses for different areas of the site. It also identifies 
potential future facilities and land uses at the WNDBRA and is used by the USACE in the 
management of the WNDBRA (USACE 1996).  

3.2.1 FLOOD RISK MANAGEMENT AND WATER CONSERVATION 

The USACE operates and maintains the flood risk management facilities at the WNDBRA, 
which is a dry-land recreational area with no permanent impoundment. Primary flood risk 
management structures include the dam embankment and reservoir, outlet works, and spillway. 
The embankment is an earthen dam with a length of 16,960 feet, spanning the Rio Hondo, the 
San Gabriel River, and the area between. The top of the dam is at an elevation of 239.0 feet 
above mean sea level (msl), with a maximum height of 56 feet above the original streambed of 
the Rio Hondo. The reservoir consists of three pools: the Rio Hondo, San Gabriel River and 
Mission Creek pools, which are connected by a flood flow channel. The outlet works consists of 
an approach channel, inlet channel, four gated outlets and a diversion conduit, and an outlet 
channel; it controls the discharge of water along the Rio Hondo south of the dam. The spillway 
includes an approach channel, inlet channel, nine outlet gates operated by floats and 
counterweights, and an outlet channel; it controls the discharge of water along the San Gabriel 
River south of the dam. 

The dam is also a water conservation pool, where 2,500 acre-feet of water can be stored north 
of the outlet works. When water in the conservation pool exceeds an elevation of 201.6 feet 
above msl on the Rio Hondo and 213.5 feet above msl on the San Gabriel River, small amounts 
are released through the outlet works and spillway to convey water into downstream spreading 
grounds along the Rio Hondo and San Gabriel River. The Los Angeles County Department of 
Public Works requests the release of waters depending on the intake capacities of the 
Rio Hondo Coastal Basin Spreading Grounds and the San Gabriel River Coastal Spreading 
Grounds. The current schedule specifies releases of up to 1,430 cubic feet per second (cfs) to 
the Rio Hondo until the water in the reservoir reaches an elevation 201.6 feet above msl.  

Since the primary purpose of the WNDBRA is flood protection, existing and future recreational 
development cannot interfere with flood risk management operations. The USACE has 
established guidelines for land uses that are allowed within the 10-year, 50-year, and 100-year 
flood line elevations within the WNDBRA. These guidelines preclude development along the 
rivers, conservation pool, and embankment and have constrained the majority of structures and 
development to the area above the 50-year flood level, where limited potential for inundation 
and flood damage is expected. 

3.3 PROJECT SETTING AND CHARACTERISTICS 

3.3.1 EXISTING FACILITIES AND LAND USES 

To date, the WNDBRA continues to provide flood protection downstream of the Dam, as well as 
dry land recreational facilities and wildlife management areas. The USACE oversees the overall 
management and maintenance of the Dam and WNDBRA. Table 3-1 presents the Recreation 
Areas, existing recreational land uses, and existing non-recreational land uses, as set forth in 
the 1996 Whittier Narrows Dam Basin Master Plan. Exhibit 3-3 illustrates the locations of the 
Recreation Use Areas and Planning Areas.  
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TABLE 3-1 
EXISTING LAND USES AND FACILITIES 

 
Planning Area Existing Recreational Facilities Existing Non-Recreational Facilities
A (144 acres) BMX facility 

Los Angeles Rifle and Revolver Range/Club 
Model Airplane  and Model Car Hobby Area 
Athletic Fields (Baseball and Soccer)  
Picnic pavilions and tables 
Tot Lots 

Park Administration Building  
Restrooms 
Agricultural field  

B (127 acres) Group picnic area with playfields  
Tennis Center 
Dog Show Area 

Agricultural field (Urban Farm/Community 
Garden) 
Military Museum 
Open field 

C (152 acres) Triple B Clays facility  
Archery Range 
Bosque del Rio Hondo Park 
Sporting Dog Area 

Wastewater Reclamation Plant  
Agricultural field 

D (214 acres) North Lake, Center Lake and Legg Lake  
Boat Rentals 
Model boat course 
Fitness routePlaygrounds 
Disc golf courses 
Picnic areas with playground 

Concession stand 
Agricultural fields 
USACE maintenance yard 
Groundwater treatment facility 

E (58 acres) Group picnic area  County Department of Parks and 
Recreation maintenance building 
Snail building- former Visitor Center 

F - Bicentennial Park 
& Equestrian Area 
(100 acres) 

Equestrian Center  
Sports Arena 
Bicentennial Park  
Group picnic area – pavilions 
Campgrounds – not in use 
Trails 

– 

G - Whittier Narrows 
Golf Course (216 
acres) 

Golf Course 
Driving range 
Clubhouse  

– 

Natural Area 
(320 acres) 

Siphon Bike Trail 
Trails along San Gabriel River 

Zone 1 Ditch 
Dry ponds 
Police substation 
Nature Center and Museum 

South of Dam 
(35.5 acres) 

Pico Rivera Golf Course (28 acres) 
Streamland Park (7.5 acres) 

– 

River channels and 
reservoira 

Rio Hondo multi-use trail 
San Gabriel River multi-use trail 
Trail along flood flow channel 

Rio Hondo 
San Gabriel River 
Conservation pool 
Dam with spillway and outlet works 
Flood flow channel 

a  Not in an identified Recreation Area in the 1996 Master Plan, Plate 5 
Source: USACE 1996 

 
While existing recreational facilities were retained under the 1996 Master Plan, a number of 
recreational facilities were proposed that have not been developed to this date. These facilities 
are currently allowed to be developed under the 1996 Master Plan and have been subject to 
environmental review under an Environmental Assessment/Finding of No Significant Impact 
(EA/FONSI) prepared for the 1996 Master Plan in accordance with the National Environmental 
Policy Act (NEPA). These proposed but not constructed facilities include:  
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• An overnight camping at the existing plant nursery at the end of Rush Street (Planning 
Area A).  

• Expansion of the Whittier Narrows Golf Course along the western side of the Rio Hondo 
Channel. 

• An open air amphitheater at the northeastern corner of SR-60 and Rosemead Boulevard 
(Planning Area B), with a mitigation area for the amphitheater to be located west of the 
Wastewater Reclamation Plant (Planning Area C). 

• Active recreational facilities (e.g., grand prix racing, roller hockey, water play park, golf 
driving range, or other commercial recreation facilities) for the area north of SR-60 and 
west of Santa Anita Avenue (Planning Area B).  

• Passive picnic area and trails within the conservation pool/recharge basin.  

The 1996 Master Plan identifies existing and future uses in the WNDBRA, including mitigation 
areas for proposed facilities. The Land Classification Plan in the 1996 Master Plan is included 
as Exhibit 3-4. The Land Classification includes four categories:  

“Project Operations” (i.e., flood risk management and water conservation operations) areas 
include the Rio Hondo, the San Gabriel River, the Flood Flow Channel, land adjacent to the 
Bicentennial Park access road, and the conservation pool (land south of Durfee Avenue and 
west of Rosemead Boulevard).  

“Recreation” areas are designated at the northwestern section (currently occupied by the 
Whittier Narrows Golf Course, BMX facility, Rifle and Revolver Club shooting range, model 
airplane hobby area, and athletic fields); northern section (developed with picnic areas and 
tennis courts); central section (Legg Lake and picnic areas); and southeastern section 
(Nature Center, Bicentennial Park, Equestrian Center, Sports Arena, and Natural Area).  

“Mitigation” areas are designated in the area east of the Rio Hondo and west of the 
Wastewater Reclamation Plant in Planning Area C, north of the BMX facility in Planning 
Area A, and between the flood flow channel and the Siphon Bike Trail in the Natural Area.  

“Multiple Resource Management” areas are identified along the Rio Hondo; east of the golf 
course and at the western end of Rush Street; northeast and southwest of the SR-60 and 
Rosemead Boulevard intersection; at the Santa Anita Avenue westbound on-ramp to the 
SR-60; and at the northeastern and northwestern corners of the Rosemead Boulevard and 
Durfee Avenue intersection. 

3.3.2 REGIONAL AND LOCAL SETTING 

A brief discussion of the regional and local setting of the project site is provided below, as 
summarized from the Existing Conditions subsection under each environmental issue area in 
Section 5.0, Environmental Analysis, of this EIR. 

Aesthetics 

Whittier Narrows is a natural divide between nearby hills, through which the Rio Hondo and 
San Gabriel River pass. The WNDBRA consists mainly of undeveloped land with natural 
vegetation and river channels, as well as landscaped areas framed and dotted with a large 
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3.3.3 LOCAL JURISDICTIONS AND RESPONSIBLE AGENCIES 

As stated earlier, the Watershed Conservation Authority (WCA) is a joint-powers authority of the 
San Gabriel and Lower Los Angeles Rivers and Mountains Conservancy (RMC) and 
the Los Angeles County Flood Control District (LACFCD). The RMC was formed to work on 
the preservation of open space and habitat for low-impact recreation and educational uses, 
wildlife habitat restoration and protection, and watershed improvements within eastern 
Los Angeles County and western Orange County. The WCA has the same purpose, but focuses 
on projects within the watersheds of the San Gabriel River and the Lower Los Angeles River.  

The WCA is the Lead Agency, pursuant to the CEQA, for the proposed Master Development 
Plan Input (MDPI). The WCA, in partnership with the Los Angeles County Board of Supervisors, 
District 1, the Los Angeles County Department of Parks and Recreation (LACDPR), the 
Los Angeles County Department of Public Works (LACDPW), the City of Pico Rivera and 
the Water Replenishment District (WRD), developed the MDPI. The adjacent Cities of South 
El Monte, Montebello, and Rosemead also contributed to the plan development process.  

The roles of these different agencies and other stakeholders in the WNDBRA are 
described below: 

• The USACE manages the WNDBRA and maintains the flood risk management facilities 
(Rio Hondo, San Gabriel River, flood flow channel, and dam). 

• The LACDPR leases 1,258 acres of the WNDBRA for recreational purposes (i.e., tennis, 
military museum, BMX track, Los Angeles Rifle and Revolver shooting range, Whittier 
Narrows Golf Course, 3B sporting clay range, equestrian center, picnic areas, lake, 
trails, Natural Area and Nature Center, archery range, and athletic fields). 

• The City of Pico Rivera leases 120.44 acres of the WNDBRA for recreational uses (i.e., 
Streamland Park, Bicentennial Park, sports arena, and Pico Rivera Golf Course). 

• The Los Angeles County Flood Control District leases the 252-acre conservation pool 
area behind the Rio Hondo outlet works. The WRD and the LACDPW manage water 
storage in the pool area and the controlled release of runoff to downstream spreading 
grounds.1 

• The City of Whittier owns land within the Natural Area of the WNDBRA, where 
groundwater wells are present.  

• A private developer within the City of South El Monte owns undeveloped land within the 
WNDBRA, which is planned for commercial uses. 

• The Suburban Water Systems (Southwest Water Company) owns land within and near 
the San Gabriel River in the WNDBRA where groundwater wells are present. 

• Logistics Terminal owns land north of Durfee Avenue and south of Legg Lake, which is 
used as a trucking facility. 

                                                 
1 In 1985, the responsibilities and authority vested in the Flood Control District were transferred to the County of 

Los Angeles Department of Public Works. 
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• Southern California Edison has two easements for high voltage lines crossing the 
WNDBRA. 

• The Sanitation Districts of Los Angeles County leases a 26-acre area for the Whittier 
Narrows Wastewater Reclamation Plant and agricultural field. 

• Agricultural leases for nurseries and field crops at 3 locations cover 82 acres within the 
WNDBRA. 

• Other non-recreational leases have been issued to WB Core (which has since expired) 
and the U.S. Army Reserve. 

• The California Department of Transportation (Caltrans) owns the rights-of-way for SR-60 
and Rosemead Boulevard (SR-19), which cross the WNDBRA. 

Since the USACE has flowage easements over the parcels owned by the Cities of Whittier and 
Montebello, a private developer (parcel in South El Monte), Suburban Water Systems 
(Southwest Water Company) and Logistics Terminal Inc., no facilities or improvements are 
specifically proposed on these parcels by the MDPI.  Flowage easements permit these areas to 
be inundated whenever necessary and thus restrict development. 

3.4 APPLICABLE LOCAL AND REGIONAL PLANS 

3.4.1 UNITED STATES ARMY CORPS OF ENGINEERS 

The WNDBRA is primarily a federally owned and managed facility, with some parcels owned by 
public and private entities; however, the USACE has flowage easements over selected privately 
and publicly owned parcels as indicated. All uses within the WNDBRA are subject to review and 
approval of the USACE. 

Whittier Narrows Dam Basin Master Plan 

The 1996 Whittier Narrows Dam Basin Master Plan serves as a guide for the USACE in their 
management and development of all resources within the WNDBRA. The 1996 Master Plan 
provides guidelines for public uses in the area while promoting flood protection and water 
conservation as its primary functions and, at the same time, preserving wildlife habitat, 
vegetation, and cultural resources. The Master Plan identifies land use types and recreation 
intensities for lands in the WNDBRA based on recreational facilities and use patterns, 
capabilities of undeveloped resource lands, and project objectives. All development projects and 
programs within the WNDBRA must be found to be compatible with the approved Master Plan. 

3.4.2 REGIONAL PLANS 

A number of regional plans relate to development in the region. These include the Southern 
California Association of Governments’ (SCAG’s) Regional Comprehensive Plan (RCP), 
Regional Housing Needs Assessment (RHNA), and Regional Transportation Plan (RTP); the 
Los Angeles County Congestion Management Program (CMP); the South Coast Air Quality 
Management District’s (SCAQMD) Air Quality Management Plan (AQMP); and the Regional 
Water Quality Control Board’s (RWQCB) Water Quality Control Plan for the 
Los Angeles Region.  
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• The RCP provides a policy framework for regional planning in Southern California. The 
RCP calls for the involvement and coordination of cities and counties in the region to 
address regional issues related to growth management and development. It serves as 
an advisory document for preparing local plans and handling local issues of regional 
significance, such as land use and housing, open space and biological habitats, water, 
energy, air quality, solid waste, transportation, security and emergency preparedness, 
economy, and education.  

• The RHNA provides an allocation by jurisdiction of the existing and future housing needs 
relative to income level based on existing housing needs within each city and county and 
the fair share allocation of the projected regional population growth. 

• The RTP outlines the regional transportation needs and projects for the region to the 
year 2035. It provides a multi-modal approach for the improvement of mobility that 
includes airport access and arterials, freeway and highway improvements, commuter 
rail, light rail, high speed rail, shuttles, transit centers, truck lanes, and freight movement.  

• The CMP is a State-mandated program that is intended to address the impact of local 
growth on the regional transportation system. As required by, and in accordance with, 
the 2004 CMP, a traffic impact assessment (TIA) must be prepared to determine the 
potential impacts on designated monitoring locations on the CMP highway system. 

• The AQMP was developed by SCAQMD and SCAG in coordination with local 
governments and the private sector. The AQMP provides the blueprint for meeting 
State and federal ambient air quality standards and is incorporated into the State 
Implementation Plan (SIP) by the California Air Resources Board (CARB) to satisfy the 
federal Clean Air Act requirements. 

• The Water Quality Control Plan for the Los Angeles Region (also the Basin Plan for the 
Coastal Watersheds of Los Angeles and Ventura Counties) seeks to preserve and 
enhance water quality and protect the beneficial uses of water bodies in the region. 
The Basin Plan designates beneficial uses for surface and ground waters; sets narrative 
and numerical water quality objectives to attain or maintain beneficial uses; and outlines 
the implementation programs that will protect the waters of the Los Angeles region. 
The programs are centered on the control of point source and non-point source 
pollutants and the remediation of water pollution. 

The WNDBRA is predominantly located within the unincorporated area of Los Angeles County. 
Additionally, the LACDPR is the primary lessee of property within the WNDBRA. Land use 
policies and regulations applicable to County-sponsored projects within the WNDBRA are 
described below. 

County of Los Angeles General Plan 

The General Plan for the County regulates land use and development within the unincorporated 
areas to protect and promote the public interest. The General Plan consists of nine elements 
and an implementation chapter and was last updated in 1980. It is being updated at this time but 
there is no set schedule for adoption of the 2008 Draft General Plan. The WNDBRA is currently 
designated as Open Space in the Land Use Plan of the adopted General Plan and is proposed 
for designation as Open Space-Water, Open Space-Parks and Recreation, and Light Industrial 
in the draft General Plan. 
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Los Angeles County Zoning Ordinance 

The Los Angeles County Zoning Ordinance provides development standards for development 
within the unincorporated County areas according to the zoning designation of each parcel. 
The WNDBRA is largely zoned as Open Space, with the Rio Hondo, San Gabriel River, flood 
flow channel, and Legg Lake identified as inland water bodies. The area within the Rio Hondo 
Channel north of San Gabriel Boulevard and the portion of the San Gabriel River northeast of 
the flood flow channel is zoned as A-1-5 (Light Agriculture) and an area north of Durfee Avenue 
and east of Rosemead Boulevard is zoned M-2-BE (Heavy Manufacturing, with Billboard 
Exclusion), surrounded by B-1 (Buffer Strip). 

3.4.3 CITIES 

Within the WNDBRA, the upper segment of the Rio Hondo is located in the City of Rosemead 
and the western half of the conservation pool is located within the City of Montebello. 
Also, Streamland Park, Pico Rivera Golf Course, and Bicentennial Park are located in the City 
of Pico Rivera. A parcel in the Natural Area is owned by the City of Whittier and the parcel south 
of the Santa Anita Avenue interchange at SR-60 in the City of South El Monte is owned by a 
private developer. For city-sponsored development projects, the General Plan and Municipal 
Code of the local jurisdiction applies to these areas. 
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