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The Irvine-Laguna Wildlife Corridor is a multi-faceted habitat link between

mountain and coastal ecosystems in South Orange County. The Corridor,

when completed, will provide a critical link to ensure that native wildlife will

continue to populate these wilderness areas.

The Corridor is comprised of two distinct components: a man-made link within

the City of Irvine east of the I-5 freeway and a section through a less densely

developed area that follows historic creek paths now part of the flood control

district/system. The current efforts by Laguna Greenbelt, Inc. (LGB) to

complete the Corridor treat these two portions separately, providing technical

aid for the Irvine section and working to enhance the effectiveness of the less

developed portion.

I R V I N E - L A G U N A
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WILDLIFE CORRIDOR
LOCATION AND SIGNIFICANCE

Today, the Irvine-Laguna Wildlife Corridor is partially

functional. It begins at the northern edge of 22,000 contiguous

protected coastal acres made up of Aliso and Wood Canyons

Wilderness Park, Crystal Cove State Park, and Laguna Coast

Wilderness Park, along with open space in the cities of Irvine,

Laguna Beach, Laguna Woods, and Newport Beach,  Ideally, an

animal traveling from the coast to the foothills would start at

near Lake Forest Drive and Bake Parkway, would travel over six

miles - through the concrete channels of Irvine Spectrum,

along the eastern edge of the Great Park, eventually exiting the

corridor into the foothills of the Santa Ana Mountains. Here,

animals have access to more than 150,000 acres of wilderness,

which includes Cleveland National Forest, Whiting Ranch and

Limestone Canyon. 

GENETICS
WHY ANIMALS NEED TO MOVE

Orange County's coastal wilderness has been increasingly

isolated from other wildlands for at least two decades. Urban

development has rendered the 22,000-acre coastal

wilderness an ecological island for wildlife. Without a

functioning wildlife corridor connecting to the Santa Ana

Mountains, wildlife in the coastal wilderness is threatened

with eventual local extinction due to small, genetically

isolated populations. Biologists have identified coastal bobcat,

mule deer, grey fox, California gnatcatchers and cactus wren

populations as experiencing signs of problems related to

fragmentation and isolation. When completed, the corridor

will carry future generations of the target species to the

opposite end of the corridor and ensure access to genetically

diverse mates. 

Despite the challenges that exist, there is hope. Currently, there

are five other major wildlife crossings being constructed in the

State of California, and wildlife corridors are increasingly gaining

public support. (Link to regional WCs on

www.wildlifecorridor.org)

The Irvine-Laguna Wildlife Corridor is unique because it is a

habitat space through an already urbanized landscape. This

'rewilding' effort means that all sections of the corridor space

must be wildlife-friendly for the corridor to function well. Road

crossings, tunnels, and vegetated spaces must accommodate

animal movement. Like a string a pearls, if one piece fails, the

whole strand fails. We are working hard with our coalition to

make sure every piece of the corridor will function in the short

and long term.

Understanding Corridors

L I K E  A  S T R I N G
O F  P E A R L S
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IRVINE-LAGUNA WILDLIFE CORRIDOR - FROM MOUNTAINS TO COAST
A BOBCAT EXPLORES THE CORRIDOR AT NIGHT

Newport Beach



HISTORY
WALKING THE CORRIDOR

Since the 1950s, Dr. Jack Skinner and Nancy Skinner have

been early champions of watershed health along the Orange

County coast. Dr. Skinner passed away in 2019, leaving a

legacy of advocacy for people, water quality, and the Irvine-

Laguna Wildlife Corridor - work he pursued alongside his wife. 

In the 1980s and 1990s, Dr. Skinner began exploring the San

Diego and Serrano creeks, which now are important parts of

the Corridor. He worked with Friends of Newport Coast to

improve water quality in the Newport Bay. He and Nancy

championed the effort for the best possible quality wildlife

corridor to help mitigate negative effects of development in

the Irvine Spectrum on wildlife.

MILESTONES
HOW DID WE GET HERE?

Pre-modern era: An historic unobstructed landscape connection

exists between coast and mountains.

1950s: Start of I-5 Freeway. 

1980s: Planning and development of Irvine Spectrum. 

1996: NCCP/HCP, a federal designation protecting portions of land

on both ends of the Wildlife Corridor, is implemented. 

2010: Final piece of land secured  to create 22,000 acres of

preserved coastal wilderness.

2013: City of Irvine adopts zoning and plan for Corridor in Great

Park. 

2018: FivePoint breaks ground on construction of central portion of

Corridor in Great Park.

2019: LGB releases results of 18-month camera study examining

animal activity in Corridor. 

In the 1950s, the I-5 freeway was built through Orange County.

This introduced a significant barrier to wildlife that had never

before existed on this scale. Large development projects impact

the landscape by causing habitat fragmentation, thus creating

barriers to animal movement. Roads, housing, business

complexes, flood control and utility infrastructure are all

examples of projects that can cause habitat fragmentation. 

Animals need room to roam, to safely raise their young, and to

find food, shelter, water and suitable mates. They also need an

escape route during disasters and a way to return to the area

after danger has passed.  Some animals can adapt to a

fragmented landscape, but others cannot. In Orange County,

bobcats and mule deer are two examples of species suffering the

effects of a fragmented habitat.. 

Fragmentat ion

D E V E L O P M E N T  O F
I N T E R S T A T E - 5

1960s - THE I-5 FREEWAY AT EL TORO PICTURED AS A 4-LANE 
HIGHWAY PRIOR TO EXPANSION TO A 26-LANE FREEWAY. 

PHOTO COURTESY OF OC ARCHIVES. 
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DR. JACK SKINNER AND NANCY SKINNER 



22,000 ACRES
THE COASTAL WILDERNESS

The coastal wilderness is one of the last remaining large,

consolidated wilderness areas in coastal southern California

and in the state. As the second largest coastal canyons

wilderness system in southern California (the largest area

being the Santa Monica Mountains preserves), these 22,000

acres are critical for our region and the state. Today, these

acres are protected through the regional park and preserve

system and the Natural Community Conservation Plan/Habitat

Conservation Plan (NCCP/HCP). These parks and preserves

are habitat for many important and rare species including the

long-tailed weasel, California Gnatcatcher and Orange-

Throated Whiptail. 

OUR OPEN SPACE
PROTECTING OUR INVESTMENT

The coastal parklands and preserves are comprised of Aliso

and Wood Canyons Wilderness Park, Crystal Cove State Park,

and Laguna Coast Wilderness Park, along with open space in

the cities of Irvine, Laguna Beach, Laguna Woods, and

Newport Beach. We now know that our habitat lands

(wilderness and natural parks) must be regionally connected

to ensure the survival of our wildlife and rare plant species.

Our work leverages an estimated half a billion dollars that

has been invested in the wilderness areas connected by this

wildlife corridor. It's now time to make sure these lands will

continue to thrive via connectivity projects like this one. 

A committed coalition of public, private, and citizen

champions to advocate for this project

A completed wildlife corridor with 

Functional and safe road crossings 

Freedom from human intrusion

Effective, long-term stewardship 

Freedom from exposure to toxins found in  rodenticides 

The Corridor ensures the coastal ecosystem's food web stays

intact. Wildlife, including top predators in the system, are

disappearing from the coastal preserves . 

We are doing something about it. Orange County's coastal

wilderness open space and wildlife urgently need:

When one tugs  at  a  s ingle  th ing  in  nature ,
he  f inds  i t  a t tached to  the  rest  o f  the  wor ld .

-  John Mui r

W I L D L I F E  I S
D I S A P P E A R I N G

FEDERALLY-LISTED COASTAL CALIFORNIA GNATCATCHER
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LAGUNA COAST WILDERNESS PARK CONNECTS TO THE CORRIDOR

https://wildlifecorridor.org/investments-in-wilderness-preserves/
https://wildlifecorridor.org/investments-in-wilderness-preserves/


CAMERA STUDY

METHODS

The Laguna Greenbelt, Inc.'s team of volunteers  installed

cameras along the corridor. Funded in part by the City of

Laguna Beach, they monitored, collected, and categorized

thousands of images from the cameras between May 2017

and November 2018. Irvine Spectrum Wildlife Corridor

Camera Monitoring Project Many of the cameras were

located near the I-5 culvert at Bake Parkway to evaluate

whether or not the culvert is functioning to convey animals

under the freeway as intended. A team of scientists

overseen by Kevin Clark, Director of Biological Services at

the San Diego Natural History Museum analyzed and

evaluated this rich data, and produced a report. 

CAMERA STUDY
FINDINGS

Human intrusion in the corridor is negatively affecting the

functionality of the corridor. When humans are present in

the corridor, animals do not use it. 

No large mammal passed successfully passed through the

I-5 culvert during the study period, indicating that this road

crossing is not functioning. Instead, it is a barrier to

movement. 

The data from the Irvine Spectrum Wildlife Corridor Camera

Monitoring Project support two important conclusions: 

1.

2.

To read the full report, visit: www.wildlifecorridor.org.

5IMAGES FROM CAMERA STUDY REVEAL BARRIERS TO ANIMAL MOVEMENT

https://wildlifecorridor.org/camerastudy/
https://wildlifecorridor.org/camerastudy/


CORRIDOR CHALLENGE:
BARRIERS TO MOVEMENT

Design and engineering solutions are needed along the

corridor to make sure wildlife can pass under, over, into, and

out of several obstacles: roadways, creek channels, and

railroad tracks. The corridor also needs to be properly

buffered from impacts of existing and proposed

development along its flanks, Studies have shown that

wildlife avoid areas for many hours after any human has

been present. Wild animals and birds will be less likely to

use the corridor if there is excessive noise and light, and any

intrusion of people and their pets. 

CORRIDOR CHALLENGE:
HUMAN INTRUSION IN CORRIDOR

Results from the Irvine Spectrum Wildlife Corridor Camera

Monitoring Project were released August 28, 2019. The

report from our most recent monitoring study in the corridor

is the first to quantify the activity and movement of a wide

assortment of wildlife species and humans across the entire

breadth of the Irvine-Laguna Wildlife Corridor. Human

activity was found to be a pervasive issue. This negatively

affects the function of the corridor for wildlife movement. 

Animals need room to roam, to safely raise their young, find

food, shelter, water and suitable mates. For more information

on the effect of fragmentation on these essential activities for

OC's wildlife, please visit:

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/236736260_Urban_

Habitat_Fragmentation_and_Genetic_Population_Structure_of_

Bobcats_in_Coastal_Southern_California

https://www.usgs.gov/centers/werc/science/evaluation-

connectivity-wildlife-human-altered-landscapes-mule-deer-

landscape?qt-science_center_objects=0#qt-

science_center_objects

More resources: https://wildlifecorridor.org/resources/

Addi t ional  Research 

E F F E C T S  O F  U R B A N
D E V E L O P M E N T

CULVERT AT THE I-5 PREVENTS ANIMAL MOVEMENT UNDER FREEWAY

HUMAN PRESENCE IN THIS CULVERT MEANT FOR 
WILDLIFE CAUSES ANIMALS TO AVOID THIS SPACE
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https://www.researchgate.net/publication/236736260_Urban_Habitat_Fragmentation_and_Genetic_Population_Structure_of_Bobcats_in_Coastal_Southern_California
https://www.usgs.gov/centers/werc/science/evaluation-connectivity-wildlife-human-altered-landscapes-mule-deer-landscape?qt-science_center_objects=0#qt-science_center_objects
https://wildlifecorridor.org/resources/


Federal creation of the Cleveland National Forest (1908).

Laguna Beach residents approve a $20 million bond

measure for land preservation (1990).

State and nation’s first Natural Community Conservation

Plan and Habitat Conservation Plan that protected 38,000

acres of natural lands (1996).

20,000 acres of natural lands pass from The Irvine

Company as OC wilderness parks and preserves (2010).

2010: Final piece of land secured  to create 22,000 acres

of preserved coastal wilderness.

City of Irvine adoped a corridor plan for one portion of

the corridor (including zoning and funding), which is in

full force today (2013).

MOVING FORWARD
'BUILDING' AN URBAN CORRIDOR

CONVENINGS
PAST AND FUTURE

Laguna Greenbelt, Inc. hosted a convening of community leaders and

scientific experts in December of 2019 at UC Irvine. This workshop

presented the findings of a multi-year camera study that examined 

 animal movement in the corridor, and continued the effort to solve

some serious challenges to a fully functional corridor. 

In coming months, Laguna Greenbelt, Inc. will hold additional

convenings to flesh out these solutions, develop funding, and identify

leaders to implement these solutions. 

After years of collaboration between The City of Irvine, FivePoint,

and LGB, we celebrated a groundbreaking in 2018 on a $13-

million effort to restore a significant portion of the wildlife

corridor. This reach entails restoring 2.5 mile in the central region

of the Corridor to allow species such as the gray fox, bobcat,

coyote and various native birds to travel between Orange County

coastal habitat and the Santa Ana Mountains. It will measure

nearly one-quarter mile at its widest point, and is currently being

built along the eastern border of the Orange County Great Park in

Irvine. The grounds were formerly used for agriculture and as the

Marine Corps Air Station El Toro golf course. This significant reach

of the corridor is being funded by the Great Park developer,

FivePoint, which is also developing 688 acres of the park and

neighborhoods adjacent to the wildlife corridor.

Communi ty  Par tners  

C I T Y  O F  I R V I N E
&  F I V E P O I N T

REPRESENTATIVES FROM FIVEPOINT, LAGUNA GREENBELT, INC., 
AND THE CITY OF IRVINE CELEBRATE THE GROUNDBREAKING

 OF THE CORRIDOR AT THE GREAT PARK IN 2018. 
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LA Times: Progress made on wildlife corridor connecting

O.C. coast with Cleveland National Forest 

OC Register: Crucial O.C. wildlife corridor hits a freeway

roadblock

StuNews Laguna: Widllife Corridor Camera Study

LA Times: Human activity in wildlife corridor hinders

animal movement

LB Indy: Multi-Year Wildlife Camera Study Shows

Worrying Trend

KABC7 Video: Improvements to Widlife Corridor Could

Help Protect OC Wildlife from Extinction 

OC Register: Wildlife corridor at Orange County Great

Park in Irvine is unveiled, expecting to fill missing link

between mountains, coast,

NEWS/PRESS 
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WORKING GROUP AND ADVISORS
Wildlife Corridor Working Group Key Advisors: 

Kate Clark

Kevin Clark 

Mary Fegraus 

John Foley 

Norm Grossman

Ann Larson

Lance Vallery  

Terry Watt 

Gabriela Worrel 

Scientist Advisors to the Wildlife Corridor Working Group: 

Elisabeth Brown, Ph.D., Laguna Greenbelt, Inc.

Kevin Clark, San Diego Natural History Museum

Shannon Crossen,  ICF International, Inc.

Tanya Diamond, Pathways for Wildlife

Kim Ferree, San Diego Natural History Museum

Sinem Kargin, University of California, Irvine

Milan Mitrovich, ICF International, Inc.

Roger Overstreet, Southern California Edison

Trish Smith, The Nature Conservancy 

Ahiga Snyder, Pathways for Wildlife

Wayne Spencer, Conservation Biology Institute

Jim Strittholt, Conservation Biology Institute

Winston Vickers, University of California, Davis

https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2021-01-29/progress-made-on-crucial-wildlife-corridor-connecting-o-c-coast-with-cleveland-national-forest
https://www.ocregister.com/2019/10/09/crucial-o-c-wildlife-corridor-hits-a-freeway-roadblock/
https://www.stunewslaguna.com/index.php/archives/front-page-archive/11903-wildlife-corridor-study-100819
https://www.latimes.com/socal/daily-pilot/news/story/2019-10-18/human-activity-in-wildlife-corridor-hinders-animals-movement-laguna-greenbelt-study-says
https://www.lagunabeachindy.com/multi-year-wildlife-camera-study-shows-worrying-trend/
https://abc7.com/pets-animals/improvements-to-wildlife-corridor-could-help-protect-oc-wildlife/5708098/
https://abc7.com/pets-animals/improvements-to-wildlife-corridor-could-help-protect-oc-wildlife/5708098/
https://www.ocregister.com/2018/03/13/wildlife-corridor-at-orange-county-great-park-in-irvine-unveiled-expected-to-fill-missing-link-between-mountains-coast/

