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A wetland complex lost to massive alteration

ReWild Mission Bay represents the first time in decades that the

In the late 1800s, Mission Bay was a 4,000-acre mosaic of wetland

community has a chance to help determine how these public

habitats sprawled across the mouth of the San Diego River,
forming “Bahia Falsa” or “False Bay”. For millennia, this wetland

lands are used—lands that belong to all of us.

complex supported Native American communities who relied
on the Bay’s natural resources. Tens of thousands of migratory
waterfowl and shorebirds thrived in the Bay’s eelgrass beds,
mudflats, and salt marshes as they travelled along the Pacific
Flyway, a north-south highway of bird migration. Over many

Today we know better

centuries, multitudes of fish emerged from the Bay’s wetland
“fish nurseries”, contributing to abundant fisheries along the
southern California coast.

We know how important wetlands are to our communities, our coast, and our wildlife. We know that they improve water quality,
protect our coastline in the face of sea level rise, and provide habitat for wildlife like Brown Pelican and California Halibut.

In the 1940s and 1950s, Mission Bay was radically altered
through dredging and island construction to create recreational

ReWild Mission Bay’s vision is to enhance and restore estuarine habitats in the northeast corner of Mission Bay at the mouth

opportunities for San Diego. In the process, nearly all of Mission

of Rose Creek, contiguous with the Kendall-Frost Marsh Reserve/Northern Wildlife Preserve, and expand opportunities for

Bay’s wetland resources were destroyed. 1
1

For a more complete description of the Bay’s historical ecology, see the San Francisco Estuary Institute’s
“Mission Bay Historical Ecology Reconnaissance Study, Data Collection Summary, February 2016”
found as an appendix to the full report and accessible at rewildmissionbay.org.

compatible community access to the marsh.
1857 Historical Survey Map of San Diego Bay and Mission (False) Bay
Photo: NOAA Office of Coast Survey Historical Map & Chart Collection

The master plan for Mission Bay Park has for decades called for restoring wetland habitat, and the ReWild Mission Bay study

Of the 4,000-acres of wetland complex that once existed, merely one percent—40 acres—remain.

identifies feasible wetland restoration alternatives. This study area encompasses about 460 acres in Mission Bay’s northeast
corner, and includes open water, developed parkland, lower Rose Creek, and the largest remnant of wetland habitat left in all
of Mission Bay. The Feasibility Study contains three alternatives for wetland restoration, along with analysis of how well they
would perform through time as sea levels rise, how much they would cost, and much more. These results are summarized on
the following pages.

A vision for restoring wetlands to benefit nature and people
ReWild Mission Bay will:
• Give back shoreline access to the public
• Draw people and dollars into the community
and region through recreation and ecotourism
Campland

De Anza Point

Kendal-Frost Marsh
Reserve/Northern
Wildlife Preserve

• Provide numerous new options for education
and research
• Restore critical fish and bird habitat that has
been lost from Mission Bay in the last 100 years
• Sequester carbon in expanded marsh habitats
• Improve water quality in the northeast corner
and throughout Mission Bay

ReWild Mission Bay study area (in black dotted line) and Restoration Focus Areas (in red)

• Protect communities from the impacts of
sea level rise
• Provide nursery habitat for commercially
important fish species, like halibut
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Brown Pelican. Photo: James L. Robellard/Audubon Photography awards

rewildmissionbay.org
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Legend

The “Wild” Alternative

Study Area

Habitat Type

Public Access & Recreation

Restoration Focus Area

Upland

Passive and Active Recreation with Appropriate Buffer

Proposed “Fence Walk”

Proposed Channel

Transitional

Existing Bike and Pedestrian Path

Boat Launch/Storage Optional Location

Existing Channel

Mid-High Salt Marsh

Existing Pedestrian Path

Visitor Center Optional Location

The “Wild” alternative explores opportunities to restore wetlands exclusively within the existing landforms immediately east

Low Salt Marsh

Proposed Bike and Pedestrian Path

Visitor Parking Optional Location

and west of Rose Creek, and does not propose shallowing adjacent open water or any major modifications to the existing

Mudflats

Proposed Pedestrian Path

Interpretive Landform or Structure

shoreline. This could minimize issues related to the permitting of placing fill in open water. However, this alternative achieves

Subtidal

Proposed Interpretive Path

Estuarine Science Center

the lowest amount of restored habitat and lowering of elevations in the areas east and west of Rose Creek will necessitate
exporting a large volume of soil off-site, resulting in significant impacts to traffic, air quality, and greenhouse gas emissions.
All ReWild restoration alternatives include public access, including a visitor center, overlooks, multiple boat launches, and
interpretive trail systems connected to existing parkland, walkways, and bikeway infrastructure where feasible.

Scout Troop. Photo: Eliana Herrara Rodriguez

Total acres
of habitat

214

Acres of
new wetland1

California Least Tern. Photo: Peter Brannon/Audubon Photography Awards

Feet of
new trails

172 5,000

Acres of habitat in
2100 w/sea level rise2

84

Improved water
quality

Protection of
habitat and wildlife

Cost to
Implement3

better
best

better
best

91.4–
97.8M

“Wild” Alternative (Habitat Distribution at Time of Construction)

Including salt marsh, transitional, and upland habitats; 2The Study uses 5.5 feet of sea level rise in the year 2100; 3Millions of 2017 dollars

1
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Legend

The “Wilder” Alternative

Study Area

Habitat Type

Public Access & Recreation

Restoration Focus Area

Upland

Passive and Active Recreation with Appropriate Buffer

Proposed “Fence Walk”

Proposed Channel

Transitional

Existing Bike and Pedestrian Path

Boat Launch/Storage Optional Location

Existing Channel

Mid-High Salt Marsh

Existing Pedestrian Path

Visitor Center Optional Location

The “Wilder” alternative responds to a request from the City of San Diego to accommodate 40 acres of guest housing on

Low Salt Marsh

Proposed Bike and Pedestrian Path

Visitor Parking Optional Location

De Anza Point. “Wilder” uses soil excavated from east and west of Rose Creek to shallow approximately 38 acres of open

Mudflats

Proposed Pedestrian Path

Interpretive Landform or Structure

water and in doing so creates mudflats and salt marsh in areas beyond existing landforms. This option provides resiliency to

Subtidal

Proposed Interpretive Path

Estuarine Science Center

sea level rise comparable to the “Wild” alternative, but reduces the need to export soil off-site, bringing down costs by almost
50% as well as reducing impacts to traffic, air quality, and greenhouse gas emissions.
All ReWild restoration alternatives include public access, including a visitor center, overlooks, multiple boat launches, and
interpretive trail systems connected to existing parkland, walkways, and bikeway infrastructure where feasible.

Light-footed Ridgway’s Rail. Photo: Rick Lewis/Audubon Photography Awards

Total acres
of habitat

235

Acres of
new wetland1

Feet of
new trails

164 2,400

Photo: Lisa Cox, US Fish and Wildlife Service

Acres of habitat in
2100 w/sea level rise2

75

Improved water
quality

Protection of
habitat and wildlife

Cost to
Implement3

better
best

better
best

46.2–
46.4M

“Wilder” Alternative (Habitat Distribution at Time of Construction)

Including salt marsh, transitional, and upland habitats; 2The Study uses 5.5 feet of sea level rise in the year 2100; 3Millions of 2017 dollars
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Legend

The “Wildest” Alternative

Study Area

Habitat Type

Public Access & Recreation

Restoration Focus Area

Upland

Passive and Active Recreation with Appropriate Buffer

Proposed “Fence Walk”

Proposed Channel

Transitional

Existing Bike and Pedestrian Path

Boat Launch/Storage Optional Location

Existing Channel

Mid-High Salt Marsh

Existing Pedestrian Path

Visitor Center Optional Location

The “Wildest” alternative expresses a vision that optimizes water quality, sea level rise adaptation, and the ability for wetland

Low Salt Marsh

Proposed Bike and Pedestrian Path

Visitor Parking Optional Location

habitats to persist over time. The “Wildest” alternative proposes using soil from both east and west of Rose Creek to restore

Mudflats

Proposed Pedestrian Path

Interpretive Landform or Structure

94 acres of open water to mudflats and salt marshes. This alternative provides the greatest resiliency to sea level rise of all

Subtidal

Proposed Interpretive Path

Estuarine Science Center

alternatives. This design also represents a balanced cut and fill option, virtually eliminating the need to export soil off-site
and reducing impacts to traffic, air quality, and greenhouse gas emissions. This also ensures that more restoration dollars are
spent on creating habitat and public access features, rather than spending money on offsite disposal.
All ReWild restoration alternatives include public access, including a visitor center, overlooks, multiple boat launches, and
interpretive trail systems connected to existing parkland, walkways, and bikeway infrastructure where feasible.

Photo: Lisa Cox, US Fish and Wildlife Service

Total acres
of habitat

315

Acres of
new wetland1

Bufflehead. Photo: Pam Polcyn/Audubon Photography Awards

Feet of
new trails

Acres of habitat in
2100 w/sea level rise2

227 4,800 117

Improved water
quality

Protection of
habitat and wildlife

Cost to
Implement3

better
best

better
best

62.6M

“Wildest” Alternative (Habitat Distribution at Time of Construction)

Including salt marsh, transitional, and upland habitats; 2The Study uses 5.5 feet of sea level rise in the year 2100; 3Millions of 2017 dollars

1

8

ReWild Mission Bay: Wetlands Restoration Feasibility Study Report

rewildmissionbay.org

9

Sea level rise
These maps show the distributions of habitats at the time of construction (assumed here as the year 2020) and with five and a
half feet of sea level rise (assumed here as the year 2100). Due to inundation from rising sea levels, the area of each habitat type
changes over time. These maps also show that all wetlands in Mission Bay will be lost to sea level rise without significant and timely
habitat restoration here. That loss would hurt water quality, reduce public access, and jeopardize the survival of endangered species.

“Wild“ Alternative – 2020 Habitat Distribution

“Wild“ Alternative – 2100 Habitat Distribution

Northern Harrier. Photo: Steven Sachs/Audubon Photography Awards

Black-necked Stilt. Photo: Anthony Louviere/Audubon Photography Awards

We can do this
Regarding the fundamental question of whether it is feasible to restore wetlands and associated
habitats in the northeast corner of Mission Bay, this study provides an unequivocal answer: yes.

“Wilder“ Alternative – 2020 Habitat Distribution

“Wilder“ Alternative – 2100 Habitat Distribution

There are several existing natural resources working in favor of healthy expanded wetlands. The
close proximity of the study site to existing remnant coastal wetlands at Kendall-Frost Marsh
Reserve and the Northern Wildlife Preserve provides confidence that restoring adjacent areas
would be successful. Additionally, opportunities to reconnect Rose Creek to existing and newly
restored wetlands would provide much needed fresh water and sediment to nourish the habitats
and maintain marsh elevations. Finally, hydrodynamic modeling results indicate that restoration
alternatives do not increase flooding risk in the area, and in fact slow tidal and flood velocities in
the project area and decrease tidal velocities at the mouth of Rose Creek.
Now, we call on politicians and community leaders to make the scientifically sound and
forward thinking decisions required to restore these valuable wetlands.

“Wildest“ Alternative – 2020 Habitat Distribution
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Our process
ReWild Mission Bay is a collaborative effort of San Diego Audubon and our partners to protect and restore crucial wetlands in
San Diego’s Mission Bay for the benefit of wildlife and our communities. An important step of that effort is this Feasibility Study,
funded by the California State Coastal Conservancy and US Fish and Wildlife Service, which developed and analyzed a range of
wetlands restoration alternatives for the northeastern corner of Mission Bay via a transparent, public process.
Four years of stakeholder outreach and public engagement informed these three final conceptual plans, or “restoration
alternatives”, that show feasible, implementable plans for restoration. This outreach included five public workshops held
at Mission Bay High School from the spring of 2016 to the autumn of 2018. The workshops were well attended, with an
average of more than 90 community members at each. People provided written feedback at the meetings and online through
a comprehensive project website.
These alternatives and their analysis were developed by engineers and biologists lead by Everest International Consultants
and in coordination with a Science and Technical Advisory Committee consisting of subject matter experts, staff from the
City of San Diego, and representatives from wildlife and regulatory agencies. Robust public involvement coupled with close
coordination with governmental and scientific advisors ensured that the results of this Study provide a vision for site-specific
restoration alternatives that are capable of garnering agency approval and implementation funding.

Project team
San Diego Audubon Society led the ReWild Mission Bay Feasibility Study.
The project’s technical team, led by Everest International Consultants,
included Nordby Biological Consulting, New Land West Company, and
AECOM. A steering committee known as the Wetlands Working Group
helped oversee and direct the project. This group included staff from
the two primary funding agencies, UC Natural Reserve System staff,
representation from Friends of Mission Bay Marshes, and San Diego
Audubon board and staff members.
We thank these participants, the Science and Technical Advisory
Committee, and the hundreds of community members who attended
our public workshops for engaging in this planning effort and inspiring
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American Avocet. Photo: Jesse Hodges/Audubon Photography Awards
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The complete ReWild Mission Bay
Feasibility Study can be found at
rewildmissionbay.org

