


Enhanced Environmental Monitoring Program at
Malibu Lagoon and Malibu Creek

Executive Summary

From July 1993 through April 1994, UCLA conducted an enhanced monitoring
program at Malibu Lagoon and Malibu Creek that was funded by the Las Virgenes
Municipal Water District and the Triunfo Sanitation District as part of an agreement with
the Natural Resource Defense Council, Heal the Bay, and Environment Now. The overall
goal of the UCLA project was to assess the effects of anthropogenic inputs into Malibu
Creek and Lagoon on the physical, chemical and biological processes in the Creek and
Lagoon. One particular goal, to assess the impacts of lagoon breaching on the water
quality and ecology of the Lagoon, was not pursued because the lagoon did not
experience prolonged periods of closure during the study period.

The Malibu Creek watershed is the largest watershed (104 mi2
) draining into

Santa Monica Bay. Malibu Lagoon is a small (13 acres) shallow water embayment
located at the base of the Malibu Creek watershed. Malibu Creek provides sources of
freshwater, sediments, nutrients, detritus, and anthropogenically generated inputs to the
lagoon. The lagoon receives a mix of both natural seasonal freshwater and non-natural
imported water, such as urban run-off from the surrounding developed areas and the
discharge from the Tapia Water Reclamation Facility. The frequency of the lagoon
opening to and closing to the Pacific ocean is determined by a combination of the
prevailing tidal regime, amount of precipitation and freshwater input, storm events, and
human-induced mechanical breaching.

Before modem development took place, Malibu Lagoon was substantially larger
than its present state, and had greater species richness and abundance than today.
Although the pristine condition of the lagoon is not known, it probably experienced more
regular tidal flushing than at present. Initial development in the area, including filling of
the wetland and road construction, reduced the amount of water moving in and out of the
lagoon with the tides, which would have resulted in the lagoon being closed for longer
periods of time. In contrast, the increase in freshwater flow in Malibu Creek, particularly
in the dry season, that accompanied later land development would have contributed to the
lagoon's mouth remaining open for a longer period of time, and if the mouth did close the
increased freshwater would cause the lagoon to breach when it might otherwise have
remained closed. There is not enough information available at present to understand the
net effect of these factors. However, the current situation of repeated closures and
breaching during the dry season is unlikely to have been a feature of the pristine lagoon
system.

The investigation of water quality conditions in the Creek and Lagoon was
conducted by (1) evaluating the eutrophic state of Malibu Lagoon, (2) microbial














































































