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JB: Hello and welcome to Heroes of the Coast. I’m Janet Bridgers, founder of Earth Alert, and 

we’re very very pleased to have as our guest today California Assemblyman Pedro Nava. 

 

PN: Thank you very much for having me. 

 

JB: Pedro, thank you for driving in.  

 

PN: It was a pleasure. Delightful drive, too. 

 

JB: Could you tell us a little bit about how you first became inspired by coastal issues. 

 

PN: Well, I was very fortunate in that many, many years prior to my appointment to the 

California Coastal Commission, I formed a friendship with Cruz Bustamonte, the lieutenant 

governor. And when he was the speaker of the California State Assembly, he called me up to let 

me know that he was making appointments to various boards and commissions, and would I be 

interested in something? And we’d known each other for a number of years, and I had nothing 

specific, so I said, “I just think you should exercise your own judgment about where you think I 

could do the most good.” And about two and a half weeks later, he called me and he said, “I’m 

going to put you on the Coastal Commission.” And to be quite frank with you, I had absolutely 

no familiarity with the Coastal Commission. I didn’t even know there was a Coastal 

Commission.  

 

So for the first year and a half, I would tell people that I actually thought that he was appointing 

me to a “postal commission.” It all worked out very very nicely, and I think what happened is 

once I became familiar with the law, and the purpose of the law, I was just drawn to it because it 

provided a wonderful opportunity to protect California’s coastline and to enhance public access, 

so that all of the people who want to enjoy the beach and the ocean, can have that right protected. 

 

JB: Well, he made an amazingly wonderful choice because you had your record, in terms of 

decision-making with regard to the coast, is second to none. You were named the League of 

Coastal Protection and the Santa Barbara Chapter of the California League of Conservation 

Voters named you “Environmental Hero,” and also 2005 National Hispanic Environmental 

Council’s Environmental Leadership award. So we’re very happy that he did that. Do you have a 

personal recollection of the California oil spill and any of the things that proceeded? 

 

PN: No, I didn’t move to Santa Barbara until 1985. And in 1969, when they had the spill, I had 

read about it. I knew something about it, but I wasn’t personally involved. But being on the 

California Coastal Commission and coming to confront the sorts of issues that oil exploration, 

public access and coastal protection, it stands as a singular, significant historical moment that 

some people credit with the beginning of the environmental movement in this country. 



2 
 

 

When you think about the disaster, the three million, two-hundred thousand gallons of oil from a 

misadventure, and what it did to the economy and the long term consequences, I think a big 

reason why Californians speak with one voice when we talk about our coastline and our 

opposition to offshore oil drilling. So it had a tremendous impact, not just in California, but 

throughout the United States, and I think, quite frankly, around the world. 

 

JB: Santa Barbara is a county, though, and you represent that county, that has both benefits and 

detriments from the oil and gas industry. If we could have the map, please, on the screen, there’s 

just an awful lot going on in that respect. 

 

PN: And I think that part of that is because there were long-standing contracts for oil exploration 

that were being honored. But we do have a number of the offshore oil leases that have not been 

developed. And I’m part of many many people here in the state that never want to see them 

developed, so much so, that in my capacity as the elected representative I introduced just in June 

Assembly Joint Resolution 55, which calls upon, again, reaffirmation that we do not want 

offshore oil drilling. We are under assault by some federal representatives, Richard Pombo who 

is basically offering bribes to states in order to get them to 1) break apart from this coalition that 

has worked very very well for a number of years to protect coastal states in exchange for money 

for oil exploration and gas exploration. And so my joint resolution in the Assembly says to the 

federal government, “leave our beaches alone.”  

 

We do not think that any value that might be obtained from additional offshore oil drilling is 

worth the risk. When you take a look at the oil that’s in the Santa Barbara Channel, it’s asphalt 

grade crude. Mineral Management acknowledges it’s asphalt grade crude. I don’t really think 

that we ever want to jeopardize the $50 billion coastal-related tourism industry and other kinds 

of business that are clean businesses, that benefit the people of California in exchange for a very 

very small window of petroleum, that isn’t even available for automobile use. 

 

JB: But California only has jurisdiction out to the three-mile limit, right? 

 

PN: That’s true, although under the California Coastal Commission and the Coastal Zone 

Management Act, we do have the ability to express our opposition to offshore oil. We have the 

ability to evaluate the impacts on California, and while I was on the Coastal Commission, we 

took the step of suing the federal government to perfect California’s ability to review the 

environmental plans that any particular offshore development or lease development would 

submit. We didn’t have that, but I’m proud to say that while we were on the Coastal 

Commission, we took up that fight and we were successful.  

 

JB: That gives me hope that we can successfully beat back what promises to be another effort by 

the federal government to lease offshore. 

 

PN: Well, it’s horribly unpopular in California and I just think Californians, as I said, speak with 

one voice about their opposition to offshore oil drilling. And that coastline is precious. We have 

1100 miles of California coastline, over 80% of California’s population lives within an hour of 

the beach. That’s a public resource. It belongs to every Californian. They have a right to have 
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access to it. They have a right to enjoy it. And I don’t think it ought to be spoiled by some short 

term thinking about dependence on petroleum.  

 

JB: Two things pop up to mind. One, I was just recently driving along the beach and every other 

car parked along the highway is an SUV, so we love the shore, we love to drive, we like big cars.  

 

PN: Well, I think what we’re trying to do in the California legislature is to maintain that 

leadership position that we have in the country. California has lead the way in imposing and 

creating and encouraging higher standards for automobile emissions. We’re looking at 

greenhouse gases. And what happens in California often times is picked up by other states 

around the nation. And so I just think that we continue to be first in the nation in terms of 

concern for peoples’ health, concern for the environment, because ultimately, environmental 

issues are health issues. If your water isn’t clean, you’re going to be ill. If your air isn’t clean, 

your children suffer from asthma. And so while people sometimes try to paint environmental 

concerns as not broad-based, they are ultimately, truly, the broad-based issues to address.  

 

JB: Well, I’m glad you mentioned air pollution because I think that as we learn about these 

issues, one of the things that is somewhat surprising—then not surprising—is that one of the 

major effects of oil development off the coast is increased air pollution. 

 

PN: See people don’t really understand how it is that they drill for oil, what’s involved in 

construction of those large platforms. And ultimately how the platforms are powered, including 

the living arrangements, the facilities on the platform and the drilling equipment, it’s done by 

diesel. And diesel is one of the dirtiest sources of energy. It pollutes the air and it’s carried by 

wind currents all around California. And so while it may be far out in the ocean, it may be in 

federal waters, the impacts from spill are going to be felt on our beaches, and the impacts from 

the air pollution from the diesel generators that are on the platforms affect the people along the 

coastline of California as well.  

 

JB: Now also there’s an aspect related to the processing as well. The offshore oil drilling requires 

onshore oil processing, and that creates additional air pollution as well. 

 

PN: It certainly does, and I think that it really underscores the necessity to look for other sources 

of energy. We know that we will eventually run out of petroleum. We’re going to run out of oil. 

And we have not squarely confronted the consequences of running out of oil. And it has a 

potential to disrupt nations’ economies. And we have the technology to take some firm, direct 

steps away from dependence on foreign resources. And we try to do that in the California 

Assembly and we try to set the example for the rest of the country. 

 

JB: You recently, I believe, diverted some funds toward public transportation, too. 

 

PN: Well, what happened was…I am the subcommittee chair of what’s called Subcommittee 

Five. It’s transportation. And in that are what they call the Prop. 42 monies. These are monies 

that the voters of the state said have to be protected. We want it in transportation. And a portion 

goes into transit.  
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The governor tried to take $996 million out of the transit account and put it into the general fund. 

Now the consequence of that kind of an act means that places like Los Angeles and Hollywood 

and San Francisco, and many other cities, who rely on the transit dollars to provide 

transportation for folks, whether it be by rail or by bus, or any other means besides the 

automobile would have been denied that money for at least another year. So in my budget 

subcommittee, I said, we’re not going to do that. We’re going to put it back. So we grabbed it, 

we took it away from the governor, put it back in the budget and so $996 million is back where it 

belongs under Prop. 42, available for transit projects. 

 

In addition, out of the $996, I carved out $20 million for an agricultural transportation program. 

Often times, farm workers are subject to unsafe vehicles, unsafe driving conditions, and in 

King’s County, for example, there’s an agricultural worker transportation program that gets 

people to work, gets them there safely, gets them home safely. Agriculture is an important part of 

California’s economy, and to be able to provide that kind of assistance will go a long way. 

 

JB: I think that’s very foresighted of you because in…there just aren’t buses that you can take 

from the middle-of-nowhere…But what are the prospects for Ventura and Santa Barbara 

Counties in terms of increasing public transportation. Right now, for example, the only way to 

get to the airport is go very circuitously by Amtrak, or to spend a lot for a shuttle, for example. 

 

PN: Well, I think one of the drivers to compel us to do some intelligent planning is the high cost 

of gasoline. As long as at $3.00/gallon, $3.35 or $3.50, it will motivate people to make the 

changes necessary. So we’re looking at the relationship between Ventura and Santa Barbara 

County. Some people favor light rail…Seventeen thousand people a day come from the south to 

Santa Barbara to go to work, about seven thousand from the north—Santa Maria and Lompoc—

drive to Santa Barbara for their jobs as well. We can have a tremendous impact on air quality if 

we provide some buses, perhaps commuter lanes and taking a look at commuter rail. And all of 

these things are being discussed. We just have to have the political will and the desire to make 

that kind of a difference. 

 

JB: And speaking of political will, where do you think that Schwarzenegger really stands in 

terms of reconciling the environment, the coast, oil and gas and the pay-offs he owes to his 

Republican donors? 

 

PN: Well, I think the governor has been a disappointment. It took a tremendous amount of 

prodding to get him to articulate what he says is opposition to offshore oil drilling. He could 

have been much more forceful. He could have done it sooner. Clearly, energy companies are big 

investors in this governor’s election and in his re-election. That gives many of us pause. And so 

what I think that what we need to see is a governor who is more concerned with the actual 

substance of what needs to be done, rather than the photo-op, or taking a position that looks as 

though he’s supportive of the environment. I’ll give you an example.  

 

Last year in the budget, there was money specifically set aside for the California Coastal 

Commission to fund positions that would have been involved in the evaluating liquefied natural 

gas—where the plants are sited, how material is transported. He took that money out of that 

Coastal Commission budget. So consequently, when I hear someone say that the governor has a 
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strong environmental orientation, my answer to that is, “well, he didn’t show that as he should 

have last year in the budget, and as soon as I see him take more forceful steps for environmental 

protection, maybe I’ll believe it. But right now, I think there’s a lot more that he could do.” 

 

And I’m coming from eight years of sitting on the California Coastal Commission, looking at 

some of the serious challenges that we have with public access, a growing population, expensive 

recreational alternatives for people who…working families with low income. There’s very few 

places where they can go to enjoy nature and the environment without having an expensive price 

tag. If you want to go to the national forest, there’s a freedom pass, or whatever it is that they call 

it, that they have to pay for. If they want to go to a movie, that’s going to cost $40 to $50. So the 

few places that are left are the coastline and some of the city and county parks.  

 

JB: Speaking again of the Coastal Commission, what are the prospects of getting funding, 

adequate funding, for the work of the commission? 

 

PN: It’s always a struggle, and it’s a struggle because the development interests…those that look 

at the coastline as an investment opportunity for a profitable return, instead of thinking of a 

legacy that needs to be left for future populations, they’re very powerful. And they’re very 

wealthy. And they make campaign contributions to people who pursue an agenda that I think is 

contrary to the desire to protect California’s coastline for generations in the future.  

 

I’ll give you an example of one that I’m involved in right now. Trestles is a world-famous surf 

spot in Orange County. There is a state park that is next to Trestles. That state park has been 

identified by Orange County politicos as the most convenient place to put a toll road, 16 miles of 

toll road, millions of gallons of concrete, right through the middle of one of California’s state 

parks, a state park that was established and blessed by Governor Reagan when he was the 

governor of California. I think it’s a horrible, horrible precedent. The reason why I didn’t want to 

go through the state park is it’s undeveloped, so the state already owns it and the cost to do it 

less, perhaps, than other alternatives, only in the straight dollar costs, but certainly not in 

environmental consequences. So I think every square inch of public land that is out there, we’ve 

got to fight for it every day to make sure that my kids and my kid’s kids, and my kid’s kid’s kids 

have a place to enjoy what makes California so unique. 

 

JB: Well, and I certainly hope we could get a little more enthusiasm in terms of real activism for 

these issues, because, as you know, it does take a lot of time to…everybody does value the coast, 

and yet, how do we, from the citizens’ perspective, make sure that we’re represented when it 

comes to negotiations? 

 

PN: Well, I think part of that…I think back on the time when I was on the Coastal Commission 

and what were some of the things that really captured the public’s imagination? Hearst 

Corporation’s plans to develop that glorious coastline in San Luis Obispo County, the gateway to 

Big Sur. And they had these god-awful plans that looked at four resort hotels, over 600 rooms, a 

golf course on the ocean side of Highway 1, the ability to put stoplights on Highway 1, and to 

widen Highway 1. It would have been a complete and utter disaster. It would have changed the 

face of California’s coastline forever. That’s the kind of thing that people…it just grabbed them 

and they said, “we have to fight this. We have to stop this.” And people lined up to do it. 
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And I was on the Coastal Commission when that came up for a vote. There must have been at 

least 1000 people in San Luis Obispo at the hotel where we had the meeting. There were hours 

and hours of testimony and we were able to take a firm stand on what we believed was 

appropriate for that area—much, much smaller than the Hearst Corporation wanted. And quite 

frankly, because of what we did at the Coastal Commission, we set the stage for later 

negotiations that brought about the agreement that we have now, where a significant portion of it 

is going to be preserved. 

 

But I think the people who are voters need to apply a litmus test to people that represent them, or 

that want to represent them. You need to know from someone who’s running for office how they 

feel about environmental protection the same way that other people want to know how they feel 

about gun control, how they feel about housing, how they feel about other issues that matter to 

people. Because we can never, never take the environment in California for granted. Because as 

soon as you do, someone is going to come around and take it away from you. And once it’s 

developed, they don’t go back. 

 

JB: Not very often and not very easily. 

 

PN: No. 

 

JB: You were targeted by the Republicans in the most recent election that you went through. 

 

PN: Didn’t work. 

 

JB: Why? Did it have something to do with environmental issues? 

 

PN: Well, I think it very clearly had a lot to do with my past position on environmental 

protection, my demands for public access on coastal property. When you take a look at who 

funded the opposition, it was the energy companies, it was the oil companies, it was some land 

development interests. And I think they were concerned that if I were successful and if I were 

elected, that I would be doing exactly what I’m doing for this joint resolution. I would make sure 

that we kept the focus on coastal protection, that we stood strong against offshore oil 

development. It is not what they wanted their representative to do. Now fortunately, the people 

who live in the district, and I represent Oxnard, Ventura and Santa Barbara, parts of Ventura 

County and parts of Santa Barbara County, saw through that, and they understood that this was 

outside money, that it did not represent the values of the people who lived in that district and 

they supported me. 

 

And I’m running again. I suspect that they’re gonna come back again, and we’ll beat them again.  

 

JB: We’ll, we’re getting toward the end of our show. I’m always surprised at how quickly it 

goes. But tell us from your perspective again, as a former Coastal Commissioner, how effective 

it was from behind the dais to see people comment. 
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PN: Well, I had…one of the things that I would always talk about is how I was influenced by 

members of the public who had come to testify. And it was really such a wonderful model and 

experience. For many many people, this was the closest that they ever got to talking to directly to 

the people who would make these kinds of decisions.  

 

And I often learned a great deal from the public who came to offer their testimony, because they 

lived in these places that were being proposed for development. They spent time there with their 

family, they were members of the community. And they weren’t the highly paid lobbyists. They 

weren’t representing wealthy developers. And they were folks who came with great sincerity, 

tremendous passion, and a commitment to do what was the right thing for California, because 

they weren’t going to benefit from it financially.  

 

And it was truly a moving experience to hear from people in the community about the coast 

really meant to them, and how life was going to be changed forever if we didn’t make a prudent 

decision. And so I developed from that a philosophy that when I evaluated projects before the 

commission, I like to think seven generations out…not just what was going to happen next 

month or next year, or even in my lifetime, but in the lifetimes of those that weren’t even born.  

 

This doesn’t belong to us. The coastline doesn’t belong to us. The environment doesn’t belong to 

us. It belongs to all of those who aren’t even here yet, and so we have a special responsibility to 

protect it for them. 

 

JB: Pedro, thank you from myself and thank you from all the unborn. Thanks for driving in. 

Listeners, thanks for joining us. 

 

[end of interview] 

 

 

 

 

 

 


