
Bio-Filtration Wetlands Improve Water Quality for  
City of Aliso Viejo

Restoration

The project involved creating two large ponds and planting 

native, ecosystem-friendly plants to capture urban runoff 

from Aliso Viejo, Lake Forest, Laguna Hills, and Laguna Woods 

before it reaches Aliso Creek. The captured water will sit in 

pools where “bio-filtration” from surrounding plant life and 

prolonged exposure to the sun will take place, killing up to 

99% of bacteria found in the urban runoff. 

Moy Yahya, the City’s environmental programs manager said, 

“This important regional project will reduce the impact of 

polluted urban runoff on our natural habitat including Aliso 

Creek and the Pacific Ocean.”  

Elements for Success
Dudek’s habitat construction 

subsidiary Habitat Restora-

tion Sciences Inc.  (HRS) 

constructed the project. 

HRS project manager Kevin DiSabatino said key elements of 

the project included:

• Assisting the City with design changes to 

accommodate its budget while adhering to the project 

schedule. When a soil surplus accumulated beyond the 

amount in the grading plan, the initial thought was to 

move the soil off site, which would be costly.  Instead, 

HRS worked with Dudek civil engineers to devise a 

plan to stockpile all soil on site, saving money.

• Coordinating with a local native plant nursery 

to contract grow the native plants and installing 

approximately 10,000 container plants within and on 

the slope’s wetland basins.  The native plant palette 

combined wetland and upland species.  Wetlands 

species included southern cattails, California bulrush, 

and field sedge.  Upland species included golden 

yarrow, buckwheat, and California sagebrush.

• Assessing groundwater conditions, procuring 

a National Pollution Discharge Elimination System 

permit, and controlling groundwater during grading 

operations.

• Maintaining Stormwater Pollution Prevention 
Plan compliance throughout the project despite 

heavy rain through the winter and early spring of 2017.

“The City and HRS worked in conjunction to quickly develop 

solutions for any problems that arose during the project,” 

Yahya said.  “This team approach kept the project moving 

forward despite hurdles, including record-setting rainfall that 

could have substantially delayed project completion.”

The Dairy Fork project is part of the South Orange County 

Watershed Management Area plan and complements the 

City’s two other successful wetland projects: Wood Canyon 

Wetland and Glenwood Wetland.

The City of Aliso Viejo’s new Dairy Fork wetland and habitat restoration project is using bio-filtration wetlands to naturally treat 
urban runoff from about 1,500 acres of mixed residential and commercial areas within South Orange County.

Stormwater Treatment Best Practice

Bio-filtration wetlands are the accepted best management 
practice for treating stormwater and urban runoff.  Unlike 
traditional stormwater detention basins that only store 
stormwater and manage peak flows, bio-filtration wetlands 
allow for extended pooling or detention time within the 
wetland.  This enables sediments with pollutants to settle 
out, and allows the plants and microorganisms within 
the wetland to take up the nutrients and biodegrade 
various pollutants, in addition to enabling certain chemical 
transformations.

See the transformation on the next page,  

and for more information, contact Kevin DiSabatino at  

kdisabatino@hrs.dudek.com



Before construction, the project site was dominated by invasive 
plants that offered no benefit to native flora and fauna and an 
asphalt roadway that prevented rainwater infiltration.
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Construction of the two filtration ponds required more than 
28,000 cubic yards of earthwork by HRS.

HRS staff installed more than 10,000 native plants along the 
banks of the ponds and aquatic plants, which will help clean 
the stormwater as it moves from pond to creek to ocean.

Heavy rainfall from January to April filled the ponds with  
stormwater runoff, ripe for filtration.

Officials and community members participated in the wetland’s 
ribbon cutting ceremony on June 5, 2017.

The unused lot was transformed into two wetland ponds, 
turning an idea for a cleaner, healthier community into a reality.


