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"THERE'S
NO POINT IN
HAVING IT
IF IT'S NOT
MOBILEREADY,
BECAUSE
THE WHOLE
POINT IS
TO WALK
AROUND
WITH YOUR
CELLPHONE."
STEPHEN JOHNSON, PACIFICA LAND
TRUST BOARD MEMBER

nyone who has been out to Pedro Point Headlands
is aware of the breathtaking visras of rugged cliffs
overlooking sharp blue waves and a stunning
range of terrain, from coastal prairies to forests of
eucalyptus and Monterey pine to bluffs open to the
ocean air. The area is home to a reported 89 species
of birds, deer, coyote and bobcat.
But, for those who can't make it out to the
Point, and for those who want an augmented visit, the Pacifica Land Trust's
Virtual Pedro Point project offers deeper knowledge of the area with tools
optimized for use on a mobile phone or rablet. It's the beauty of nature and
the power of technology joined in the perfect way.
The project was created by photographer Stephen Johnson, as an
outgrowth of his longtime involvement with the trust. He first became
involved during the community's efforts to save Mori Point. Johnson and
his ex-wife, a graphic designer, put together a flyer to reach out to people
in support of bidding for Mori Point so the land could be restored and
preserved. They printed BOO flyers by hand on his large inkjet printer. "The
PLT mailed them out, raising roughly $80,000 in a couple of weeks, which
was a measure of the community's commitment," says Johnson. "We were
quite fortunate that we were able to keep bidding before the developers ran
out of gas. They didn't know it at the time, but we were nearly out of gas
ourselves. But the community managed to acquire it."
Johnson made a striking photo ofMori Point to help promote the
restoration. The panorama was intended to be part of documenting the
area, but also became part ofJohnson's lauded National Park photos. "It's
the ideal scenario," he says, "to use photography to try and portray national
lands for the preciousness that they are." The photos made an impact
around town, and Johnson was subsequently asked to join the PLT board.
Since then, he has been involved with other PLT projects, including the
effort to save the San Pedro Creek Estuary and to preserve the Sweeney
Trail area from development.
"It was very natural for the board to start taking the Pedro Point issues
more seriously," Johnson notes. The plan had always been for the park
service to rake over the area once the restoration work was completed. But,
as Johnson says, "it was becoming harder to know if the park service was
going to be able to rake the land. With the deep efforts of a lot of people
on the board, especially Kathy Kellerman, we got grants from the srate for
some restoration work, which was just marvelous. (They came) from the
Coastal Conservancy and the srate's off-road vehicles fund, because of all
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"GOOGLE EARTH ALSO LETS YOU DO A
TRAIL PROFILE, SO PEOPLE CAN SEE THE
ELEVATIONS."
STEPHEN JOHNSON, PACIFICA LAND TRUST VIRTUAL PEDRO POINT COLLABORATOR
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the damage up there from motorcycles, which was horrendous."
At the time, Johnson didn't know the Pedro Point Headlands
very well, so he and colleagues Michael Black and Mike Vasey
took a walk up there.
They realized how unknown the headlands were to the
community, and how the place would be perfect for a virtual
interpretative project. As they worked to get the right tools and
funds, they lost Black to a hit-and-run accident in Santa Rosa. "In
fact, his funeral was the day this project got birthed," says Johnson.
He later applied for a grant called Explore the Coast from the
Coastal Conservancy that focused on building out interpretative
programs to increase California coastal appreciation and use of the
state parks system. "We did a rough budget and applied for the
grant. We asked for SSO,OOO to do the entire headlands, but we got
$25,000," says Johnson. "Which meant we had to scale back what
we intended to do, and all the while mourning that Michael Black
wasn't with us on this project."
Together with project manager Fiona McDonnell and
videographer Jon Plutte, they put together a prototype of an
interpretive app. "From the very beginning we knew it had to be
a mobile-savvy app or page," Johnson explains. "There's no point
in having it if it's not mobile-ready, because the whole point is to
walk around with your cellphone."The team initially explored the
area using iPhones for video, later moving to larger video cameras.
"This is before we even got the grant," says Johnson. "Because it
seemed like if we were going to present what we had in mind, we
had to prototype it."
The app currendy features a wealth of information on the
trails, science, history, and restoration efforts, along with videos
from interpreters and other experts. There's also a series oflearning
stations that offer more in-depth information. Although the

original plans for the learning stations had to be scaled back for
cost, Johnson and his team have filled in the gaps with existing
tools. "We managed to get the basics of(what we wanted) done.
And so we have the maps and trail as an interactive preview of
what the place is like. Then I found you could drop all sorts of
other things with it as well." Johnson pulls up a video of a Google
Earth fly-through of the area, which he plans to rebuild now that
they are capturing higher resolution imagery. "Google Earth also
lets you do a trail profile, so people can see the elevations."
The team was keen on highlighting the land's different ecocommunities. For example, the coastal prairie on the headlands "is
apparendyvery rare for unadulterated coastal prairie on the coast,"
says Johnson. "And so that was part of the ecological resources we
were definitely interested in preserving." He credits local naturalist
Paul Donahue with providing video on the local wildlife for the
app. "There's so many species out there that we could spend quite
a bit of time filling all these gaps." Johnson has added photographs
and other information where possible but sees that as one aspect of
the app that could be explored much more.
However the state decides to proceed in terms of stewardship
of the land, Johnson and his team are dedicated to expanding the
app where they can. They've recruited a host of volunteers who
have provided rich detail on the geology, hydrology, weather and
history of the land. "It's still just a scratch on the surface of what it
could be," says Johnson. "Everybody's got more opportunity than
time. I'm grateful for the help that we got." As he ratdes off a list
of all the people who've volunteered their skills and time, it's clear
it does take a whole community to preserve the richness of the
coastal spaces that make Pacifica the treasure that it is.
For more information on the app, and on how to volunteer,
visit http://www.vppt.org. PACIFICA
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