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California officials consider closing La
Jolla Cove over ongoing unruliness
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A sealion at La Jolla Cove Beach in San Diego, Calif.
L. Toshio Kishiyama/Getty Images

Just one month after a video went viral of a man abusing a sea lion at a popular

San Diego cove, the California Coastal Commission is considering closing coastal

access to one of California’s award-winning beaches to protect its wildlife.

At a Friday, Aug. 14, California Coastal Commission meeting, Commissioner and
San Diego resident Matt O’Malley argued the board needs to take action and
partially close the world-famous La Jolla Cove to protect the sea lions — and

even went so far as to blame the city for failing to manage the beach effectively.
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“I'm beyond angry and quite honestly just embarrassed to be a city of San Diego
resident right now,” O’'Malley said. “... Frankly, I'm sick and tired of the failure of the
city to implement their previously proposed plan in a coordinated way between

their own internal agencies, lifeguards and parks.”

The meeting took place just one day after 18-year-old Tyler Muehl pleaded

guilty in federal court to repeatedly kicking a sea lion on July 22 at La Jolla Cove,
which was caught on camera. But the attack was not an isolated incident. Despite
its small size at just 47 yards long, the picturesque Southern California cove
attracts 3 million tourists per year, Sierra Club Seal Society representative

Sunny Cha said at the meeting. Tripadvisor named La Jolla Cove the best beach
in the country earlier this year, drawing in more crowds. But not all visitors adhere

to the cove’s many posted guidelines. For years, beachgoers have been caught

touching the sea lions and crowding them to take photos.
“l guess I'm left to sort of conclude that where there’s a will, there’s a way,”

O'Malley said. “And | can only conclude that there is no will on behalf of the city of

San Diego to protect the wildlife and community in this area. | do know there are
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some limits to the role the commission can play here, but I'd like for us to push

those limits to their greatest extent.”
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FILE: A beachgoer taunts a sea lion at La Jolla Cove, in San Diego, Calif., on July 25, 2024.
Grace Hie Yoon/Anadolu/Getty Images

The sea lions are a protected species under the federal Marine Mammal

Protection Act, and guidelines suggest people stay at least 150 feet away. But

when crowds overtake the beach, some visitors ignore the National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Administration guidance to give sea lions ample space. And with
many overlapping jurisdictions at the cove, a singular vision for control and
enforcement can be difficult. For example, Sierra Club Seal Society President
Robyn Davidoff told SFGATE in July that the city’s own rules only require visitors

to stay 20 feet away from sea lions.
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Because the protection of sea lions falls under NOAA's jurisdiction, the city does
not have authority to cite violators. NOAA previously told SFGATE it does not have

the resources to maintain a regular presence at the beach.

“It is not regular that Rangers are able to gather the info required to provide to
NOAA,” city spokesperson Benny Cartwright told SFGATE in an email in July. “In
most cases, individuals refuse to provide identification and walk off. Rangers do
not have authority to detain for this, so no referrals are sent in these cases. NOAA

then decides whether to open an investigation.”

Cha said that of the 21 births at the cove this summer pupping season, seven
pups have died and five have had to be rescued. In comparison, at nearby Point

La Jolla, where the beach closed in 2023, only two out of the 35 pups born this

year have died.
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Visitors get a close-up view of Sea lions resting on the rocks and beach at La Jolla Cove in La
Jolla Tuesday, Oct. 8, 2024.

Allen J. Schaben/Los Angeles Times/Getty Images

California Coastal Commissioner Jose Preciado argued that a temporary closure

may be necessary to reevaluate how to solve the cove's problems.
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“Do we need some sort of reboot in the sense that maybe preserving the
environment completely for a short amount of time while everyone gets policies
and practices squared away may be an option that we can support and

consider?” Preciado said.

Davidoff told SFGATE in a text that the organization still supports keeping the
cove open but they “insist on better management tools,” including the use of

cones, tape and park rangers to the fullest extent.
City Council President Joe LaCava, who represents the La Jolla neighborhood, did

not respond to an immediate request for comment on O'Malley and Preciado’s

comments. However, his office and Mayor Todd Gloria’s issued a joint statement
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on July 28 in response to Muehl's actions at the cove.
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FILE: A sign for visitors at La Jolla Cove beach, in San Di
Grace Hie Yoon/Anadolu/Getty Images
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ego, Calif., on July 25, 2024.

“The actions of a few individuals should not undermine the work to balance
wildlife protection with responsible public access to one of San Diego’s most
treasured natural places,” they said. “Responsible public access means
respecting wildlife, following the rules, and recognizing that we are visitors in their

habitat. We can, and must, continue to do both.”
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Chas Dye, treasurer of the nonprofit organization La Jolla Parks and Beaches, told
SFGATE that the organization does not support any beach closures, but that the
ability to enforce consequences needs to be addressed. He said that if the beach

is made off-limits to the public, a temporary closure could lead to an extension.

“We need to escalate this to our state senators,” Dye said. “We need to escalate it

to Scott Peters, who's our representative in Congress and who actually lives in La

Jolla. Basically take it up a notch, and | don’t think that's been done yet.”
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FILE: Beachgoers at La Jolla Cove are startled by a sea lion’s reaction after getting too close, in
San Diego, Calif., on July 25, 2024.

Anadolu/Anadolu via Getty Images

Emily Piatanesi, a senior policy adviser to the mayor’s office, said the city is trying

to figure out whether there are any workarounds.
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“We have been talking to our own city attorney’s office to see if there are any
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other city municipal codes or state municipal codes that we could cite,” Piatanesi
said. “So that is an ongoing conversation that we are having with our city
attorney’s office to see if there’s a different opportunity aside from the Marine
Mammal Protection Act for us to start being able to give out citations to people

who are at the cove causing incidents.”

While La Jolla Parks and Beaches remains focused on keeping the cove open
despite the recent high-profile incidents, there is an array of possible mitigation
efforts to consider. One option that Dye personally endorsed as an area resident
would be to limit the beach to those actively engaged in water activities like
swimming, snorkeling or scuba diving; other sightseers would be told to stay off

the beach. Nearby Boomer Beach has had a similar mandate in place for three

years, Dye said.

“That might be some kind of compromise,” Dye said. “... It's been done. It's not

unprecedented, and it's inexpensive, and it's simple.”
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