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OC Planning 

300 North Flower Street 

PO Box 4148 

Santa Ana, CA 92702-4048 

 

SMRPD Comments on DEIR SCH2012031013, Project #PA120001 for St. Michael’s 

Abbey Project  

Dear Ms. Leng and OC Planning staff: 

As noted in the NOP comments for the St. Michael’s Abbey project, the Silverado 

Modjeska Recreation and Park District (SMRPD) is an Independent Special District, 

formed by the OC Board of Supervisors Resolution #61-305 on March 22, 1961 pursuant 

to the provisions of Chapter 4, Division 5 of the Public Resources Code of the State of 

California. The SMRPD is the public agency which has jurisdiction over local recreation 

and parks programs and services within its boundaries, which is an area encompassing 

46,825 acres or 73.16 square miles, from the boundary of Orange County/Riverside 

County in the Trabuco District of the Cleveland National Forest on the east to Irvine 

Lake and the Loma Ridge on the west. 

 

On March 29, 2012, the SMRPD provided extensive comments on the Notice of 

Preparation (NOP) for the Applicant’s project, comments we assumed the County would 

consider in the preparation of the Applicant’s DEIR.   More specifically, the SMRPD 

expressed its desire to enter into discussions with the Applicant on eight (8) specific 

issues. Fortunately, great progress has been made on a number of these issues.  In 

response to our desire to engage the Applicant in either the dedication of land or the 

issuance of a license use agreement for the area of land known as the "Riviera" as well as 

that land which fronts Silverado Canyon Road adjacent to the SMRPD’s Community 

Center, on July 4, 2012, SMRPD signed its license use agreement with the Applicant for 

parking rights on the Riviera.   

 

In response to the SMRPD's request to discuss the donation of old buildings or building 

materials on the Applicant’s property, we received a written invitation from the Applicant 

inviting us to review and accept as a donation a number of items from an old building on 

site which we call "the barn."  

 

We are very much interested in developing a mutually rewarding long-term relationship 

with the Abbey and at this time, five (5) items in our March 29 NOP letter remain 

outstanding: 
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1. Retention of the barn and old cabins found on the Applicant’s project site.   

 

2. Trail inter-connectability based upon the SMRPD Master Plan of Trails, the County of 

Orange’s OC Parks-generated Regional Riding and Hiking Trail Map and the Orange 

County Transportation Agencies' Commuter Bikeways Strategic Plan.  

 

3. Use of the athletic fields on the Applicant’s proposed project site as a "safe refuge 

area" by Silverado Canyon residents during emergencies. 

  

4. Exploration of potential SMRPD/Applicant partnerships in open space acquisitions 

and/or management.   

 

5. Use of (via issuances of a license use agreement) parking lots identified in the 

Applicant’s project site for use as overflow parking for select SMRPD community 

events.   

 

Items 1, 3 and 5 will be pursued by the SMRPD after the County has rendered its 

decision regarding certification of the Applicant’s EIR.  Items 2 and 4 remain outstanding 

and of great concern to the SMRPD, especially with regard to the DEIR and its ability to 

fully and adequately assess impacts and provide appropriate recreational facilities for the 

Silverado community.   

 

As the SMRPD stated in its NOP comment letter, we respect the cloistered nature of the 

Applicant. As a result, SMRPD will not pursue trail easements which impact the 

developed area of the Applicant’s project site.  However, the Applicant’s DEIR does not 

recognize the SMRPD Master Plan of Trails, which removes the opportunity for 

discussions regarding important trail inter-connectability for the recreational users of this 

community and the county as a whole.  More specifically, the DEIR dismisses the 

SMRPD Master Plan of Trails by noting that the Plan has not been adopted into the 

County’s Master Plan of Regional Riding and Hiking Trails and therefore there “is no 

documentation for the feasibility of these trails or the existence of trail easements over 

the Project site or other privately-owned lands.”   

 

On page 4.15.7 of the Applicant’s DEIR, the eastern and western legs of the loop trails 

contained within the SMRPD Master Plan of Trails (and which are overlaid on the 

Applicant’s Project site) are specifically referenced and then dismissed again in the D-

EIR:  “Because these trails are not a component of the adopted County Master Plan of 

Regional Riding and Hiking Trails, impacts to recreation associated with not 

implementing these trails would be less than significant, and no mitigation would be 

required.”  

 

Important note:  In Section 4.15.1 of the DEIR, Regulatory Setting, under County of 

Orange, the SMRPD is defined as follows: The Silverado Modjeska Recreation and Park 

District (SMRPD) is a special district formed by the OC Board of Supervisors in 1961 
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that serves in an advisory role for local recreational and parks programs, facilities, and 

services within its district boundaries. 

 

The SMRPD wishes to correct these characterizations that it is an advisory entity and that 

its legal documents can be dismissed by the County of Orange or the Applicant. On the 

contrary, the SMRPD wholly owns and manages multiple recreational properties, owns 

and manages a nonprofit business enterprise known as the Silverado Children's Center 

and is empowered by Section 5786.1 of the California Public Resources Code to acquire 

real or personal property, to use eminent domain to acquire same and also to adopt 

ordinances following the procedures of Article 7 of Chapter 1 of Part 2 of Division 2 of 

Title 3 of the Government Code to "exercise all rights and powers, express or implied, 

necessary to carry out the purposes and intent of this chapter." Also, California law 

allows Special Districts to override county and city general plans and zoning ordinances. 

 

 

On October 14, 2004, the SMRPD Board of Directors unanimously approved Resolution 

#101404-1, the SMRPD Master Plan of Trails, a legal document that outlines the 

SMRPD’s goals and objectives to direct the development, funding and operation of a 

District-wide public trails system which serves the recreational needs of multi-use trail 

enthusiasts. 

In addition to the Orange County Regional Trails, there are trails of particular interest to 

the SMRPD and the canyon communities which are within the project site and listed on 

the SMRPD Master Plan of Trails.  

The Silverado Modjeska Master Plan of Trails outlines the District’s goals and objectives 

to direct the development and operation of a District-wide public trail system that serves 

the recreational needs of equestrians, pedestrians (walkers, hikers and joggers) and 

mountain bikers (non-motorized). Under this plan, the dedication and acquisition of trail 

right-of-way and construction and improvements shall be pursued as a condition of 

approval of development projects (i.e., irrevocable offers of recreation easements) 

consistent with the Master Plan. (SMRPD Board Resolution 101404-1, Oct. 2004)  

District Policies   

The District Riding and Hiking Trails system shall be developed and operated as follows: 

 The dedication and acquisition of trail right-of-way and construction and 

improvements shall be pursued as a condition of approval of development 

projects (i.e., irrevocable offers of recreation easements) consistent with the 

Master Plan. (SMRPD Comments on SEIR 1278/EIR 1716) 

 The anticipated cost of acquisition, development, maintenance, and operation 

shall be considered in the process of making decisions. 

 The District shall actively pursue public and private funding (developer 

endowments), including grants and gifts as a source of funding to implement 

District trail plans. 
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 Safety shall be a primary consideration for allowing/restricting the use of trails by 

equestrians, pedestrians (walkers, hikers and joggers) and mountain bikers, 

respectively. 

The current DEIR SCH2012031013, Project #PA120001 for the project does not 

acknowledge the SMRPD district policy ‘right of way’ trail acquisition within the County 

of Orange planning process. The SMRPD Master Plan of Trails must be included in the 

Baseline Conditions. 

 

The SMRPD Master Plan of Trails depicts trails included on the OC Master Plan of 

Regional Riding and Hiking Trails, as well as trails that have not been adopted into the 

OC Master Plan of Regional Riding and Hiking Trails. The SMRPD Master Plan depicts 

trails overlaid on the Project site that create a loop connecting to Silverado Canyon Road.  

 

The trail easement provided to the County of Orange in the DEIR is inadequate as 

proposed. Aesthetics as well as safety need to be applied to trail easement and dedication. 

The SMRPD requests a trail easement that runs alongside Silverado Creek to connect 

with the Ladd Canyon Trail. In addition to being a safer trail location, this will ensure 

public access to the streambed and the paleontological site as per the Sil-Mod Specific 

Plan. We cite page 5 of the Silverado-Modjeska Specific Plan, adopted by the OC Board 

of Supervisors on August 31, 1977 (Resolution #77-1436), which states, in pertinent part: 

 

CONSERVATION 

 

Silverado Canyon Paleontological Sites 

 

As either public or private land, the following guidelines will be applied to the two 

identified Conservation areas in Silverado Canyon: 

 

1. The sites should be considered for public acquisition either before or as a part of any 

development proposal, the application for construction or division of land on the 

property. 

 

2. No grading or other development excavation should be made on the sites. 

 

3. Pedestrian access along and through the Silverado Creek streambed and from the 

narrows northward to the southern Silverado site should not be restricted. 

 

4. Future measures taken to preserve the sites should also provide the means for 

supervised and controlled examination and collection to avoid indiscriminate and 

wasteful use of the resource. 

 

The SMRPD has for many years planned for future restoration and managed public use of 

the portion of the Abbey Project site south of Silverado Canyon Road, known locally as 

the Riviera, which has historically been misused as an illegal dump site and off road 

vehicle playground. As a result of these unapproved uses, this area is in need of 
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restoration and beautification, which the SMRPD, through the use of government 

matching grants and community volunteer efforts, would like to see restored to a more 

pristine riparian habitat, with an emphasis on wilderness appearance and managed public 

access. The Riviera has been the most heavily used location on the entire Silverado Creek 

drainage for public access and recreation, and the flora and fauna present onsite have for 

generations coexisted with that public access and presence. The SMRPD is interested in 

owning and/or managing the Riviera (or portions thereof) as permanent open space, to 

mitigate the visual and environmental impacts of the proposed project. 

 

The SMRPD requests an irrevocable easement for a loop trail to enable equestrians, 

hikers and mountain bikers to continue accessing existing property on the north and west 

side of the project, known as the Horse Stable Loop on the SMRPD Master Plan of 

Trails. The SMRPD requests that the County of Orange and the Applicant provide this 

irrevocable trail easement as a condition of approval for this project. 

  

The SMRPD requests that the County of Orange and the Applicant acknowledge the 

SMRPD Master Plan of Trails and dedicate irrevocable trail easements as a condition of 

approval of this project. 

 

All trails will be built by the Applicant during construction of the project and completed 

before receipt of occupancy permit. The SMRPD will be willing partner with the 

Applicant on the construction of the trails. 

 

Regardless of the existence of the SMRPD, we believe it is the Applicant’s obligation 

and the County’s responsibility to mitigate the impact of development projects. It is not 

unreasonable to provide trails and open space for the affected community when a 

development of such magnitude comes up for review and approval. Until about 10 years 

ago when the Silverado Canyon Ranch project began and they fenced off the front of the 

property, these trails were in active use by hikers, mountain bikers and equestrians and 

had been used for many years prior. These community trails are going to be important 

feeder/branch trails that flesh out the County’s Master Plan of Trails. No one should have 

expected the Master plan of trails to include all trail possibilities that open up once an 

applicant proposes a development. 

 

The SMRPD is concerned with any aspect of the project which could: 

 

1. Eliminate opportunities for parking easements on areas outside the Project site that the 

Applicant may be willing to provide the Community Center.  

 

2. Relocate a proposed parking lot on the Project site which may serve the Silverado 

Community Center in the future for overflow parking.  

 

The SMRPD will continue to meet with OC Planning staff and the Applicant to discuss 

these matters and to identify suitable trails and properties to use as future public benefits 

of this proposed project. As always, these trails and properties are available for use by 
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any and all members of the public as long as these uses conform to best management 

practices of the SMRPD or any other managing partner.   

Please contact SMRPD President Ron Shepston at 714-649-2850 or email at 

ronshepston@smrpd.org to discuss this letter or arrange a meeting to further discuss these 

issues.  

 

Respectfully submitted, 

 

 

 

Ron Shepston, President 

Marty Weel, Treasurer 

Greg Bates, Secretary 

Brett Peterson, Director 

 

SMRPD 

P. O. Box 8 

Silverado, CA 92676 

www.smrpd.org 
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