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Reclaiming Trabuco Creek: 
Linking Communities
Master Plan
San Juan Capistrano, California

PROJECT GOALS & OBJECTIVES
Green Flood Control
•	 Restore concrete channel into former natural waterway
•	 Provide flood control by increasing flow capacity and slowing 

velocity
•	 Improve water quality

Reclaim Habitat
•	 Reduce hardscape and increase vegetated habitat
•	 Design natural space for community to explore and students to 

learn
•	 Provide habitat and increase biodiversity

Connect Neighborhoods
•	 Create access from residences to creek, trails, and parks
•	 Provide access to trails for all users, including seating, shaded 

paths, and opportunities for access to water
•	 Design spaces for community use, including passive space

Outdoor Education
•	 Create outdoor environmental learning opportunities for young 

student population
•	 Provide access to water and habitat for learning opportunities
•	 Connect students, community, and City

1 https://www.wired.com/2016/08/7-cities-transforming-rivers-blights-beauties/
2 https://www.nps.gov/grca/learn/nature/southwestern-willow-flycatcher.htm
3 https://www.ocregister.com/2013/03/13/school-news-in-and-around-san-juan-capistrano/
4 https://www.southern.edu/graduatestudies/master-of-science-in-education-outdoor-ed.html
5 https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-1998-feb-25-mn-22803-story.html
6 https://patch.com/california/sanjuancapistrano/county-to-shore-up-trabuco-creek-bed

Trabuco Creek exhibits the common characteristics of an underutilized urbanized 
waterway: extensive concrete hardscape, unsuitable habitat, and disconnects 
communities. By designing a space to engage and educate the community about 
ecological diversity, the Trabuco Creek waterway provides community connections to 
nature, neighborhoods, and the City center.

Restoration of Trabuco Creek incorporates a design that responds to the needs of the 
watershed as well as the community. The design proposes to reclaiming Trabuco Creek as 
an accessible waterway and green space that belongs to the community. What was once 
a concrete divide is now the common linkage that pulls the community into a natural 
environment experience.
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TRABUCO CREEK: 

The common linkage
between the:

•	 Environment
•	 Community
•	 City

In August 2002, the U.S. Army 
Corps of Engineers prepared 
a San Juan Creek Watershed 
Study that identified the lower 
portion of the Trabuco Creek as a 
•	 flood risk, 
•	 the most unstable reach 

in the watershed drainage 
system, and 

•	 poor riparian habitat.
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SITE CONTEXT
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CONCRETE CHANNEL
•	 Length: 0.3 mile
•	 Width: 120 feet
•	 Ownership: Orange County Flood Control 

District
•	 Users: None
•	 Requirements: Flood capacity

BIKE TRAIL, ROAD, AND 
PARK PATHS
•	 Length: 0.3 mile
•	 Bike Path Width: 10 feet
•	 Ownership: City of San Juan Capistrano
•	 Users: Public, Community, Commute to 

School/Work/City
•	 Requirements: Accessible, Flat

VACANT PARCEL
•	 Size: 3.4 acres
•	 Ownership: City of San Juan Capistrano
•	 Adjacencies: Los Rios Historic District, Los 

Rios Park
•	 Users: Public Parking
•	 Requirements: Accessible, Parking Lot

Concrete Trabuco Creek facing south
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GREEN FLOOD CONTROL & HABITAT

•	 Green Flood Control: Primarily Hardscape
•	 Reduce hardscape in channel; provide flood 

control with bioengineering techniques: 
-- vegetate banks 
-- widen channel 
-- increase flow capacity 
-- slow flow velocity

•	 Opportunity to create a multi-functional 
waterway

•	 Habitat: Lacks Suitable Habitat for Riparian 
Species
•	 Wildlife connectivity corridor for birds
•	 No suitable nesting or migrating 

opportunities
•	 Primary stop-over location for migrating 

birds: water, shelter, food source, protection 

from predators
•	 Opportunity to re-establish riparian habitat 

along channel and vacant parcel

WILDLIFE CONNECTIONS TO DOHENY STATE 
BEACH AND PACIFIC FLYWAY MIGRATION

WILDLIFE CONNECTIONS TO REGIONAL PARKS 
AND PACIFIC FLYWAY MIGRATION
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•	 Connect Communities: Linear Circulation, 
No Accessible Crossover Connection
•	 Surrounding residential communities 

divided by channel
•	 Adjacent amenities accommodate children 

and families; elderly population need is 
present

•	 Opportunity to create accessible connection 

from residential to amenities

•	 Outdoor Education: In Close Proximity to 
Schools, No Outdoor Classroom Available
•	 Opportunity for schools to gather and study 

environmental programs
•	 Educational gathering space needed for 

tour groups visiting historical sites; no 
organized tour gathering space located in 

urban area
•	 Vacant parcel is accessible for school and 

tour groups to gather
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Green Flood Control:

•	 Increase vegetation, naturalize channel

Habitat: 

•	 Re-establish riparian habitat

Connect Communities: 
•	 Create crossover connections

Outdoor Education: 
•	 Provide gathering space
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 7 U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. 2002. San Juan Creek Watershed Management Study, Orange County, California. Feasibility Phase. F-5 Report. August 2002.
8 Google Earth. 2020. Imagery
9 https://foodforhunters.blogspot.com/2012/03/day-in-orange-county-san-juan.html
10 https://www.californiabeaches.com/attraction/mission-san-juan-capistrano/
11 https://patch.com/california/sanjuancapistrano/calendar/event/20180603/352798/gillie-wheek-end-zoomars-petting-zoo-san-juan-capistrano
12 https://metrolinktrains.com/rider-info/general-info/stations/san-juan-capistrano/
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Master Plan
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MASTER PLAN NOTES:

4 ENLARGEMENT AREAS
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EXISTING SITE METHODS

Trabuco Creek concrete channel and bike path facing north. No 
vegetation or suitable habitat.

Buffer between Trabuco Creek 
bike path and Paseo Adelanto 
facing north. Potential to widen 
channel and provide suitable 
habitat.

Trabuco Creek facing west. 
Potential to naturalize steep 
banks and create access to 
creek.
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WETLAND RESTORATION | USACE Bioengineering Techniques 

Bioengineering is the combination of biological, mechanical, and 
ecological concepts to control erosion and stabilize soil through 
the use of vegetation or a combination of it and construction 
materials

OPEN SPACE PARK | A PATTERN LANGUAGE GUIDELINES

	 Access to Water
-- Promenade
-- Countryside (Stewardship)
-- Parallel Roads
-- Small Parking Lots
-- Public Space
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Concept Section

Overview Perspective

1 U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. 1997. Bioengineering for Streambank Erosion Control. Report 1 Guidelines. Environmental Impact Research Program. By Hollis H. Allen and James R. Leech
2 U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. 2001. Hydraulic Design of Stream Restoration Projects. Coastal and Hydraulics Laboratory. By Ronald R. Copeland, Dinah N. McComas, Colin R. Thorne, Philip J. Solar, 
Meg M. Jonas, and Jon B. Fripp. September 2001. 
3 https://upnorthlive.com/news/local/dnr-award-125-million-in-grants-for-aquatic-habitat-grant-program
4 https://buffalobayou.org/trail-closures/
5 Alexander, C., S. Ishikawa, M. Silverstein, M. Jacobson, I. Fiksdahl-King, and S. Angel. 1977. A Pattern Language. Oxford University Press: New York. Center for Environmental Structure: Berkeley, 
California.

As seen in the Concept Section, the Master Plan widened the creek’s 
edges to increase the channel’s flood capacity. The bike paths were 
lowered off of the road for safety, closer access to the creek, as well as 
creating a larger flood capacity volume within the channel. However, 
the trails would not be accessible in the event of a 100-year flood. A 
secondary stormwater control measure added to the design includes box 
culverts stored under the bike paths in order to accommodate additional 
flooding if needed. The creek banks were vegetated to increase habitat, 
reduce hardscape, and provide slope stabilization.

In addition, the east bike path was widened to accommodate additional 
users and provides seating and closer access to the creek. The paths 
are shaded with tree canopy, including a planted median between the 
bike and viewing path.

The new park is spatially organized into different program areas, 
however the stream-like pathways connect the several different areas. 
The gathering space is located in the center of the new park where 
visitors entering from all edges of the park have equal access to a new 
gathering plaza. The outdoor education area is located in a quiet area 
close to residential and the existing facilities within Los Rios Park. The 
passive space elements are located in a closed, shaded area for small 
group gatherings. And the parking is arranged to allow for a drop-off loop 
and has multiple entrances along Ramos St.

In addition, the design has connections to the existing adjacent features, 
including multiple entrances to the Los Rios Park and Los Rios Historic 
District, multiple access points between the recreational trails and 
residences located where streets end perpendicular to the creek’s edge, 
and the new planned development space has new waterfront property 
and has primary access to the trails that increases opportunities for 
users to visit the new planned development using the new bike path.
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Riparian Creek
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1 Desert. https://www.gardendesign.com/succulents/huntington-botanical.html
2 Sagebrush. https://ca.audubon.org/news/rare-coastal-sage-scrub-habitat-provides-home-threatened-gnatcatcher-and-many-other-species
3 Chaparral https://www.pacifichorticulture.org/articles/a-year-in-a-pacific-northwest-chaparral-garden/
4 Mediterranean https://www.pacifichorticulture.org/articles/wucols/
5 grassland https://www.sierraforestlegacy.org/FC_FireForestEcology/TH_OakWoodlands.php

6 Woodland https://www.azfirescape.org/galiuro/ecosystem-description/rocky-mountain-montane-riparian
7 http://www.calflora.net/botanicalnames/plantcommunities.html
8 https://calscape.org/loc-33.5019,-117.6628%20(San%20juan%20capistrano,%20california)/cat-Succulents/ord-popular?srchcr=sc5f2b49ce52ac1
9 https://inlandvalleygardenplanner.org/garden-styles/classic-mediterranean/
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California Habitat Trails
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The riparian creek increases diversity of plants, provides habitat for 
wildlife, and allows for more community uses than the concrete flood 
channel provided. The vegetated trails reduce the original hardscape and 
improve water quality by intercepting runoff. The tree canopy creates a 
shaded, climate-cooling path. Visitors are able to enjoy the scenic, natural 
environment in an urban setting.

The Riparian Creek enlargement illustrates 
the new access points, widened path, and 
vegetated banks. Visitors can access the 
recreational trails via the new crosswalks added 
where existing streets ended perpendicular 
to the creek’s edge. There is both stair and 
ramp access to the recreational trails from the 
street level. The trails were widened, shade 
was increased, and benches were designed 
to accommodate more visitors and uses. 
The creek banks are vegetated in a striation 
from the water’s edge in a series of planting 
zones. The riparian planting zones are based 
on elevation from the creek and the plant’s 
ability to tolerate frequencies and durations 

of flooding, with plants that can tolerate high 
stress at the bottom. Plants in the Terrace Zone 
at the top include trees with deep roots that can 
hold the bank together and withstand overbank 
flooding. Vegetating the creek banks slows the 
water velocity and reduces risk of flooding. The 
planting extends along the creek’s bottom in a 
natural flowing pattern to naturalize the creek. 
The bottom of the slope is stabilized with riprap, 
in accordance with the USACE bioengineering 
guidelines. The additional stairs from the trails 
leading to the creek bottom have a longer rise 
and run for convenient seating for enjoyment 
along the creek’s edge.
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The California Habitat Trails enlargement 
illustrates 6 different California vegetation 
communities with mounded terrain and 
trails. The habitat zones demonstrate the 
diverse landscapes in California. The trails 
allow for individual or group exploration, 
or quiet, shaded stroll through the park. 
The diversity of communities can be used 
as an educational opportunity to show the 

different plant types and arrangements in 
each community. The trails are lined with 
retaining wall to support the mounded 
terrain, and also is used as a seating wall 
for close interaction with each zone. The 
zones also provide habitat and protection 
for wildlife. Additionally, informational and 
interpretive signs would be located in this 
area as part of the educational component.

The 6 different vegetation communities represent the diversity of 
California plant communities, and creates an educational opportunity, 
by increasing biodiversity and potential wildlife occurrences. 
Additionally, the pathways provide a shaded walking path for 
exploration and reflection. The plant palette for each habitat zone 
shows the uniqueness of each California community.
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Educational Spaces
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The Community Gathering Spaces provide open, flexible uses for the community 
to gather and use for various activities or events. The plaza serves as a 
central space for groups to gather when visiting the Los Rios Park or Los Rios 
Historic District, as well as a meeting place for visitors traveling along the bike 
trails. These spaces provide a destination to an area that was previously not 
maintained, well-organized, nor welcoming. 

The Gathering Plaza is located at the center 
of the new park, and links the several 
programming elements within the project 
site. The stream-like pathways flow into the 
plaza, with the widest, primary circulation 
pathway connecting the northeast corner in 
the parking lot to the southwest corner that 
directs visitors to the pedestrian bridge over 
the creek. The plaza serves as a community 
gathering space for open, flexible use. 
Possible uses include temporary tent fair 
exhibits, such as for art fairs or farmers 
markets.

North of the plaza is the food truck and 
picnic table seating area. There is a drop-off 
and food truck parking lane connected to 
the parking lot that allows a one way flow of 
traffic with a gravel median for trucks to drive 
over when necessary. The picnic tables allow 
for flexible community use, such as chess in 
the park, or rental opportunities. The area is 
shaded with trees and allows for flexible use.

South of the plaza are turf areas for passive 
use, such as picnicking or outdoor exercise 
group gatherings. The softscape allows for 
open, socially-distant groups to gather in 
fresh air. The community can organize park 
events to take place in this space as well as 
families can take advantage of the shaded 
area for quiet day spent in the park. The turf 
area is enclosed by groupings of trees and 
mounded terrain for quiet spaces in the park.

The Educational Spaces are located in the 
southeast corner of the new park. Large groups 
have the opportunity to use the amphitheater 
and extended viewing mounded lawn. Trees are 
the natural backdrop to the stage as well as 
defining the space on the perimeter, creating 
a visual and noise barrier. Smaller groups 
can take advantage of the individual outdoor 

classroom seating areas for hands-on and 
social-distant learning. The small classrooms 
are shaded, and in close proximity to existing 
facilities and can work in collaboration with 
the new Nature Center Building for school field 
trips. Additionally, educational interpretive signs 
would be located within these spaces as part of 
the educational component.

The Educational Spaces provide areas for flexible use for groups, including school groups as well as 
for tour groups visiting nearby historical landmarks. The spaces also can host City festivals, events, or 
productions using the stage and open lawn area. The location allows students to gather in a quiet space, 
and is in short walking distance to the restored creek and California Habitat Trails zones that provide 
educational opportunities for students to learn about biodiversity, ecology, among other sciences. 
In addition, the classrooms are close to existing play structures within Los Rios Park and lawn for 
recreational opportunities. 

1 https://news.unm.edu/news/smith-plaza-design-team-wins-award
2 https://www.knoxfoodpark.com/

3 https://growthgal.com/reviews/i-heart-yoga/


