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. stable “anclent

 identified i in 1985 on a 900- acre tract
* where Hon ‘Development. proposed
- building more than 1,500 houses.
" “Hon was told by its geological
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landshdts in area where 4 homes shd documents show

k TIMBS STAFE WRITER

LAGUNA NIGUEL Develop-
ers of a subdivision where four
homes tumbled down a hillside
here in March were warned a
decade ‘ago about bmldmg on
/landshdes

; consuitant that the stablhty levels of

“the six landslide areas were “gener-
- ally less than acceptable,” according

t0 newly obtained documents, and

* that large parts of the parcel were

“probably unstable.” -

But _ultimately, the consultant ‘
and the developer believed that by
- excavating and buttressing the un-
:even slopes and redistributing

4 million cubic yards of earth, they

I.T""eould fortify the area and build
" $afely, according to geological
studies filed with the county.

. Work on the Niguel Summit

- development commenced in 1986
-“but was halted that same year

‘when residents of an existing con-

logxcal con"sultant' 'Lexghton and |
Associates of Irvine, conducted a
Please see HOMES A22 |
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atedly was
halted after ‘complaints of mud-
shdes, slope was| outs erosxon and

The first houses on Via Estoril fell March 19. Mo‘

ranly— hen the slope behind the
houses on Via Estoril showed signs
of failing in 1986 and 1987.

County officials said the process
worked properly: The landowner
has the burden of hiring the ex-
perts to show. the pro;ect can be

y built, .

Hon officials di
phone calls to comment for this
article.Ina pnor interview, Robert

Smart, Hon vice president for fi- -

nance, said the firm is primarily
interested in fixing the crumbling
slope and settling with homeown-
ers who have been displaced.

But charges of impropriety have
been leveled in cml suits by home-

SR SO

‘not .return

NGA / Los Angeles Times
 than two dozen

they -were given subdivision re-

ports at the time ‘of their home

purchases 'starting .in .the late
1980s. : ;

year, most in South County.
“Maps and plans had identified
i)

-guel Summit Homeowners Assn.

them. And county
eed—though i
imes—that those .

the documents' y.
~ Other geologist reta.\ned

‘cials deny Lexght.on also

- that last month’s slope failure re-

sulted from a seventh ancient
landslide. However, they declined
to explain why the slope failed..

hmd Via Estoril.

The homeowners’ geologlsts dlS-
agree.

“Way back when, the land
moved, and now it wants to move
again,” said Awtar Singh of the Los-
Angeles firm Lockwood-Singh, |
working for condominium owners
displaced .by the landslide, ‘It
wants to move in the same place [it
moved before]. It’s not unusual.”

Geologist Ralph Jeffrey, re- |
searching the hillside for the Ni- |

agreed, saying the ancient slide,
like the current failure, is in the
underground Monterey formation,
a notoriously weak geologic strue-
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March landslides in
development are at
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; opment and several
homebujlders;'including IM,
Peletg ’ e :
Late 1986: Extensive ading is

miniums
1ds have
Laguna Niguel,
least six more

1 1988: Homeowners begin

were destroye
been evacuated

30646, 30652,
30654 and 30656
‘San Felipe Drive

elaining wall leans, roads
buckle and condo owners begin -
“reporting cracks. Work was
halted by county. o
1987: After a'series of reports
y Hon's geotechnical firm
£INg resumption of
construction, b ilding resumes

Inoving in on Via Estoril, just
p the hill from Crown Cove

undertaken on the hi idesand .
Tidge tops, a Crown Cove

1992: More buckling reported
do owners

i 1994: Condo owners sue Ni
Summit developers - :

1996: Several homeowners on
Via Estoril report stress -
damage; sue developers
Dec. 1997: Five homes and five
condos evacuated - S
March 1998: Slope fails, homes
slide down hill, five condos are
upended ;
Aprif 1998; Slop
3inches aday

e moving about

'y said,
t Niguel Summit, Hon
- »contractors added
dirt to create terraced builg
Pads so that nearly every lot wag
afforded glorious coastal vistas. :
“Land becomes fairly scarce and
the choice land is gone,” said
Miller, the condo owners’ attorney.
“So the more the .developers can
fill in the canyons with fill soils and
build more building Pplatforms, the
mare money they can make.” :
Geologists ‘said they can never
be absolutely certain of the stabil-
ity of land. Even if they detect an_

and its
1ding

" “Science

Ppotentially active slide, they
‘tsay for sure if; let alone when,
it could fail th
lan

Instability, . 0o T
There are a lot of rigks evident

uilding . in building any hiliside develop-

ment in California,” said Gebhardt
of Leighton, “We try to reduce
those risks to as small as possible,
We have to weigh the Ppressures of
deadlines against the analysis that
we're doing.” SR .
And at some point, a developer
and local regulators. have to nse
their best ‘jud, at, geologist
Singh said.

goes only so far, . . |
are made sometimes,”

‘These err

{114) 248-2150 o
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Singh gaid, ) B

The Leighton firm pioneered the
Practice of making landslide-prone
areas safe for building and has been
helping develop Southern Califor-
nia for 40 years, said Gebhardt,
However, the firm has never hada
problem of the magnitude of the
Niguel Summit collapse, he said,

“No one likes to see things like
this,” Gebhardt said. “It grieves us
that a project we worked on hasan
impact on families and dreams, It is
not our intent to impose this
trauma on anyone,” :

Robert Ourilan can bc reached at
at robert.ourfian
@hﬂma,s.com. g

| m———




