
Highway 1 Washout: Navigating the 
Road to Recovery in Big Sur 
California's Highway 1, a celebrated roadway meandering along the captivating Big Sur 
coastline, suffered a major blow in early 2024 when a portion of the road collapsed into the 
Pacific Ocean. This washout, a consequence of heavy rainfall and the region's unstable 
geological foundation, has significantly impacted local communities and the numerous travelers 
who frequent this scenic route. This article examines the ongoing efforts to restore Highway 1, 
exploring the challenges, proposed solutions, and the perspectives of local communities and 
authorities. 

The Washout and Its Aftermath 
In the spring of 2024, a series of storms battered the California coast, triggering widespread 
flooding and landslides. One of the most notable casualties was a section of Highway 1 near 
Rocky Creek Bridge, approximately 17 miles south of Monterey 1. The southbound lane 
crumbled, sending pieces of the road plunging into the ocean 1. This event, documented in 
striking visuals and videos that circulated through media channels 2, underscored the 
susceptibility of infrastructure to the unpredictable power of nature. 
The initial impact of the washout left an estimated 2,000 tourists stranded 3. Authorities promptly 
initiated emergency measures, including guided convoys to help those trapped and to provide 
limited access for residents 1. However, the closure of this critical transportation route has had 
extensive repercussions for the communities of Big Sur. The washout resulted in a closure of a 
six-mile stretch of Highway 1, extending from two miles north of Lucia to just south of Esalen 5. 
Additionally, a temporary closure south of the Esalen Institute at Regent's Slide further 
compounded the accessibility issues 6. 

Impact on Local Communities 
The closure of Highway 1 has significantly disrupted the lives of Big Sur residents, who depend 
on the road for access to essential services, employment, and connection to the outside world. 

Economic Impact 

The economic consequences have been substantial. Businesses have experienced a decline in 
tourism and revenue due to the limited accessibility 7. The estimated cost to the state of 
California due to Highway 1 closures exceeds $1 million per day in lost revenue 8, highlighting 
the significant economic reliance on this coastal route. 

Essential Services and Community Resilience 

The washout has also raised concerns about access to healthcare, emergency services, and 
the transportation of goods and supplies 9. Residents face challenges in obtaining basic 
necessities, medical care, and banking services 10. 



Despite these hardships, the Big Sur community has shown remarkable resilience. Local 
organizations like The Big Share have emerged to facilitate the sharing of essential goods and 
resources among residents 11. The community's history of coping with natural disasters, 
including wildfires and floods, has fostered a spirit of self-reliance and collaboration 11. 

Public Opinion and Perspectives 
The closure of Highway 1 has sparked considerable public discussion and debate. While there 
is widespread acknowledgment of the road's importance for tourism and the local economy, 
concerns exist regarding the environmental impact of ongoing repairs and the potential for 
future closures 7. 
Some residents have voiced frustration over the disruption to their lives and the perceived lack 
of clear communication from authorities 10. Others have emphasized the need for a balanced 
approach that considers both the economic and environmental implications of the repair plans 
12. This tension between economic needs and environmental concerns underscores the 
complexity of the situation. 

Repair Plans and Progress 
Caltrans, the California Department of Transportation, has been actively involved in assessing 
the damage and formulating plans for the long-term repair of Highway 1. The initial emphasis 
was on stabilizing the affected area and ensuring the safety of the remaining northbound lane 2. 
This involved extensive work to reinforce the edge of the highway and mitigate further erosion 2. 
The current plan involves constructing a viaduct to replace the washed-out section of the road 
13. This project is anticipated to be completed by the summer of 2025 13. While a permanent 
solution is being designed, with an estimated completion date of spring 2025 14, Caltrans has 
implemented a temporary traffic signal system at Rocky Creek to facilitate alternating one-way 
traffic on the intact northbound lane 15. However, it's important to note that the Regent's Slide 
closure currently does not permit through traffic 5. 

Challenges and Considerations 
Geological Instability 

Repairing Highway 1 presents a unique set of challenges. The rugged terrain, unstable geology, 
and environmental sensitivities of the Big Sur region demand meticulous planning and 
innovative engineering solutions 2. The inherent instability of the cliffs and the recurring nature of 
landslides along Highway 1, as highlighted in various reports 2, necessitate a long-term strategy 
that addresses the root causes of these events. This includes considering climate change 
adaptation measures and exploring innovative engineering approaches to ensure the road's 
resilience in the face of future challenges. 

Environmental Concerns 

The environmental impact of continuous repairs is another crucial consideration. The 
construction and maintenance activities associated with repairing Highway 1 can have 
significant effects on the delicate ecosystem of the Big Sur region. Balancing the need for a 



functional transportation route with the preservation of the natural environment is a critical 
aspect of the decision-making process. 

Financial Constraints 

The cost of repairs is a significant factor. Estimates indicate that road closures in Big Sur can 
lead to economic losses exceeding $1 million per day 8. Securing funding for these extensive 
repairs and ensuring the long-term financial sustainability of maintaining Highway 1 in this 
geologically active region are essential considerations. 

Alternative Access Routes 
While Highway 1 remains partially closed, alternative access routes play a crucial role in 
ensuring connectivity for residents and emergency services. Nacimiento-Fergusson Rd (MM 19) 
serves as the only road access through the Santa Lucia Mountains for a 100-mile stretch 
between Carmel Valley Highway and Highway 46 16. This route provides a vital link for those 
needing to traverse the region. 

Current Road Conditions 
Staying informed about current road conditions is essential for anyone planning to travel in the 
Big Sur area. The Transportation Agency for Monterey County (TAMC) provides regular updates 
on major road and lane closures in the county, including those related to the Highway 1 washout 
17. Real-time highway conditions and updates are also available on Caltrans District 5 social 
media platforms, allowing travelers to stay informed about the latest developments 18. 

Alternative Routes and Transportation 
With the closure of Highway 1, travelers have had to rely on alternative routes, primarily 
Highway 101, which runs inland 19. This has led to increased traffic congestion and extended 
travel times. Online forums and travel websites have offered detailed information on alternative 
scenic drives and routes to access different parts of the Big Sur coast 20. 
The following table summarizes some of the alternative routes and transportation options 
available: 
 
 
 
 
Route/Option Description Advantages Disadvantages 
Highway 101 Inland route connecting 

northern and southern 
California 

Reliable route, avoids 
closures on Highway 1 

Longer travel time, less 
scenic 

Pacific Coast Highway 
(PCH) 

Scenic coastal route 
with diverse stops 

Offers beautiful coastal 
views, opportunities for 
exploration 

Can be affected by 
closures in other areas, 
may have higher traffic 
volume 



Route/Option Description Advantages Disadvantages 
Nacimiento-Fergusson 
Rd (MM 19) 

Mountain road 
providing access 
through the Santa 
Lucia Mountains 

Essential access point 
for residents and 
emergency services 

Steep and winding 
road, may not be 
suitable for all vehicles 

Increased bus services Potential for expanded 
public transportation 
options 

Could reduce traffic 
congestion, provide 
access for those 
without vehicles 

May require significant 
investment and 
infrastructure 
development 

Ferry service Possible exploration of 
a coastal ferry service 

Could offer a unique 
transportation 
experience, reduce 
reliance on roads 

May face logistical and 
financial challenges, 
may not be suitable for 
all weather conditions 

Discussions have also revolved around the potential for alternative transportation options, such 
as increased bus services or exploring the feasibility of a ferry service along the coast 22. 
However, these options face logistical and financial hurdles. 

Conclusion 
The washout of Highway 1 has posed a significant challenge for the Big Sur community and the 
California Department of Transportation. While progress is being made on the repairs, the road 
to recovery is long and intricate. This situation highlights the vulnerability of infrastructure to 
natural forces and the need for sustainable solutions that balance economic needs with 
environmental considerations. 
The Transportation Agency for Monterey County (TAMC) provides updates on road closures 
and conditions, including those related to Highway 1 17. Additionally, Caltrans District 5 offers 
real-time information and updates on social media platforms 23. These resources are valuable 
for residents and travelers seeking to navigate the area. 
The resilience of the Big Sur community and the ongoing efforts of Caltrans offer hope that 
Highway 1 will once again be a vital link along the California coast. The community's ability to 
adapt to challenging circumstances, as demonstrated in their response to past disasters 11, and 
the commitment of authorities to finding sustainable solutions 12 are crucial factors in navigating 
this difficult period. 
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