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Executive Director’s Report
Since 2010, the Resource Conservation District of Santa 
Cruz County has focused on new and innovative ways to 
serve our community, even in the face of funding cuts, a slow 
economy, and fiscal uncertainties. We have recovered from 
the economic meltdown and California state budget crisis of 
the 2008-2009 fiscal year and have been able to continue and 
even expand on our important work.

We have continued our efforts on watershed protection, 
stewardship and restoration, primarily using the Integrated 
Watershed Restoration Program (IWRP) planning and 
framework. We achieved great results by utilizing our Permit 
Coordination Program. The Program was renewed in 2010 
for an additional 10 years. We were able to continue work 
and complete more livestock and land and road improvement 
projects, reducing large amounts of sediment, nitrogen and 
fecal coliform going into local waterways. 

We have greatly expanded our services for the agricultural 
community in Santa Cruz, primarily focusing in the Pajaro 
Valley and the Watsonville Sloughs watershed. We launched 
a large outreach and assistance program providing services 
to Spanish speaking growers. We are providing one on one 

technical assistance for growers seeking to reduce their water 
and nutrient use and are working with farmers countywide 
to develop new frameworks that incentivise conservation 
actions based on performance. 

In addition, the RCD, with funding from the Gordon 
and Betty Moore Foundation and in partnership with the 
Sonoma County Open Space and Ag Preservation District 
and the Santa Clara Open Space District has begun an 
Ecosystem Services Initiative which aims to assess the 
economic value of natural systems in the region. The 
initiative will build tools, analyses and policy conditions 
over time that are expected to shift how conservation is 
understood by decision makers and the public and expand 
the breadth and depth of conservation investments. 

On top of these programs and specific assistance we are 
offering to the community, the RCD continues to focus 
on finding innovative solutions to conservation through 
partnership and cooperative approaches.

Karen Christensen, Executive Director

RCD Fiscal Year 2010–2011 Budget
July 1, 2010–June 30, 2011

Income Sources Expenses

Interest $4,587.00 Professional Services & 
Project Implementation

$2,023,388.00

Local & Private Sources $22,979.00 Salaries $792,543.00

Augmentation Funds $28,902.00 Operating Expenses $158,074.00

Other Revenue Grants $2,962.395.00

Donations $10,020.00

Total *$3,028,883.00 Total *$2,974,005.00

*The difference between income and expenses represents grant money spent but not yet received by the RCD.

RCD Fiscal Year 2011–2012 Budget**
July 1, 2011–June 30, 2012

Income Sources Expenses

Interest $3465.74 Professional Services & 
Project Implementation

$ 1,653,652.97 

Local & Private Sources $22,928.62 Salaries $954,956.54 

Augmentation Funds $28,902.00 Operating Expenses $170,278.96 

Other Revenue Grants $2,487.142.70

Donations $16,060.00

Total *$2,558,499.06 Total *$ 2,778,888.47 

*The difference between income and expenses represents grant money spent but not yet received by the RCD.

** The 2011-2012 Fiscal Year budget has NOT been finalized and audited
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Managing Stormwater at  
the Source
Since 1996, the RCD has been coordinating and managing 
the Rural Roads Erosion Control Assistance Program 
(RRECAP). The RRECAP program works directly with 
landowners to improve eroding rural roads in order to 
reduce the amount of sediment entering local waterways. 
Sediments have direct and indirect impacts to coho and 
steelhead, which are found in local watersheds, as well as 
coastal marine ecosystems that are part of the Monterey 
Bay National Marine Sanctuary. 

In 2009 the “Home Drainage” component was added to the 
program. It works to reduce the impacts of road runoff at 
the source by working with landowners who own properties 
adjacent to roads. Through outreach, workshops and tours, 
technical assistance, and financial incentives, RRECAP 
has helped private road associations, road managers, private 
landowners and public entities improve the conditions of 
their roads, thus reducing sediment transport to nearby 
waterways. The program not only assisted with direct 
improvements to rural roads but worked with adjacent 
property owners to reduce runoff from individual 
properties, leading to more easily managed drainage erosion 
control on the surrounding roads. 

In December 2010, the RCD completed a fourth EPA 
Clean Water Act 319(h) grant managed by the State 
Water Resources Control Board. Some of the key 
accomplishments were assessing over 88 miles of rural 
private roads, designing, permitting and implementing 
18 rural road demonstration projects, and completing 14 
home drainage designs and five demonstration projects. As 
part of this grant, the RCD published the popular Slow it. 
Spread it. Sink it! home drainage guide and a rural roads 

newsletter for distribution throughout the community. The 
RCD also facilitated nine workshops and technical trainings 
for landowners, contractors, and resource professionals, plus 
conducted a tour of successful and exemplary project sites.

In 2011, the RCD, with assistance from NRCS, designed, 
permitted and constructed two additional rural roads projects 
in partnership with the non-profit Sempervirens Fund and 
the California Department of Fish and Game. The projects 
represent examples of road management and maintenance 
techniques that can be transferred to other locations managed 
by these organizations. 

The RCD also contracted with the City of Santa Cruz 
to conduct home drainage outreach to city residents and 
distribute the Slow it. Spread it. Sink it! guide. We held 
a public workshop that addressed stormwater issues and 
highlighted practical changes that homeowners could make 
on their own properties to reduce stormwater impacts. We 
also displayed the guide at several local landscape and home 
improvement stores and tabled at various events. 

In 2011 the RCD and the Soquel Creek Water District 
applied for and were awarded an Urban Greening grant from 
the California Natural Resources Agency. The grant helped to 
fund the installation of a variety of Low Impact Development 
features at the Water District headquarters that mimic the 
Slow it. Spread it. Sink it! concepts of keeping runoff away 
from streets and infiltrating it back into the ground. The first 
phase of the project was installed in 2010 with funds from 
the 319(h) grant and the second and final phase is due to 
be installed in the fall of 2012 with funds from the Urban 
Greening grant.

Phase I of the Soquel 
Creek Water District 
Project includes a 
rain garden, cistern 
for irrigation, an 
infiltration pit, and site 
appropriate planting.
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Uncovering the Economic 
Benefits of Natural Resource 
Conservation
Most people think of investments in natural resource 
conservation as costs, which can only be afforded in times of 
economic affluence (a luxury of sorts), and justifiably need to 
be cut back in times of economic stagnation. This viewpoint 
results from an incomplete assessment of the true value of the 
ecosystem and the impact of conservation investments in the 
regional economy. Only rarely do cost/benefit analyses of such 
investments (and others like built infrastructure or economic 
development projects) actually include the economic benefits 
of natural systems and conservation in the picture. But this is 
soon to be changed for at least three counties in California.

Courtesy of a generous grant from the Gordon and Betty 
Moore Foundation, the Resource Conservation District of 
Santa Cruz County (RCD), with Santa Clara County Open 
Space Authority (SCCOSA), and Sonoma County Agricultural 
Preservation and Open Space District (SCAPOSD)--- 
collectively known as SC3 –– are working collaboratively to 

evaluate the economic benefits (e.g. avoided costs, market 
and non-market value flow, increased property value, jobs) 
associated with conservation and natural capital in their 
counties. This project, known as the SC3 Ecosystem Services 
Initiative, is beginning in 2012.

The Initiative aims at assessing the economic value of 
natural systems in the region, return on past investments 
in conservation (over the past 30 years) and establishing a 
defensible baseline and model to predict potential economic 
return of alternative future investment scenarios. To do this, 
the SC3 collective is partnering with an expert team from the 
non-profit Earth Economics to conduct a rigorous valuation of 
ecosystem services in the three counties, and produce powerful 
information tools that can be used to assess and communicate 
the economic significance of natural resource conservation 
in the region to a broad range of audiences. Ultimately, the 
three participating agencies seek to better inform various 
decision-making processes affecting land use and economic 
development, and to form new alliances with non-traditional 
partners, to support conservation efforts in the three counties. 

“I can’t tell you how excited we are to partner with [the Santa Cruz RCD] and the SC3 group.”

—David Batker, Executive Director, Earth Economics

Partnerships Help Weed 
Management Areas Stay Active
The Santa Cruz County Weed Management Area (WMA) 
continues to serve as an informational hub for both private 
and public parties interested in invasive plant species 
management. In 2011, the WMA was chaired by RCD and 
led by a steering committee made up of invasive species 
specialists from around the county. Budget cuts forced the 
California Department of Food and Agriculture to cut 
funding for WMAs, forcing them to seek out alternative 
sources of financing to remain active and effective. 
Partnerships with RCDs, CAL-IPC, California Native Plant 
Society, California State Parks, Swanton Pacific Ranch, the 
US Fish and Wildlife Service, and the National Fish and 
Wildlife Foundation will be integral to a viable future for the 
WMA’s continued efforts to curb the heavy-handed influence 
of invasive species on our native plant communities and, in 
turn, our native fauna.

In partnership with the Monterey County WMA, the Santa 
Cruz WMA and a number of other local entities presented 
the 13th Annual Central Coast Invasive Species Symposium 
at Laguna Seca Raceway in 2011. The Symposium 
featured presentations from experts on invasive threats and 

management strategies, and offered continuing education 
credits for professionals in the weed management field.  
The Symposium received positive reviews from attendees  
and another Symposium is planned for November of 2012 
in Felton.

AmeriCorps Watershed Stewards Project 
member Leah Healy removes invasive 
weeds as part of her service project.
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Reducing the Impacts 
of Wildfire
Since 2008, five large wildfires have burned over 13,900 
acres in Santa Cruz County, destroying over 233 structures 
and costing the state over $35.3 million in suppression 
costs. There continues to be significant potential for 
catastrophic fires near large numbers of homes in Santa 
Cruz County. Because many wildland areas adjacent to 
communities have not burned for more than 100 years, 
there is a significant buildup of vegetation which creates 
fuel for future wildfires. Further, Santa Cruz County lacks a 
network of strategically located fuelbreaks which are critical 
for accessing and halting the progress of wildfire. 

The RCD is administering the Fuels Reduction Partnership 
grant which relies on the collaboration of a number of 
community and agency stakeholders to complete three 
large scale fuel load reduction projects. These shaded 
fuelbreaks located along strategic ridgelines will serve as a 
major development in creating an integrated fire defense 
system. Such a system has been identified as a high priority 
for Santa Cruz County in the Santa Cruz and San Mateo 
Counties’ Community Wildfire Protection Plan. The 
Bonny Doon project will create 2.4 miles of fuel reduction 
zone along Empire Grade, a main public road and ridgeline 
in Bonny Doon. The Hinckley Ridge project is located 
on the western boundary of Nisene Marks State Park and 
will act as a two mile long fuelbreak along the northeast to 
southwest trending ridge from Sand Point down to the top 
of Glen Haven Road. Approximately 212 highly flammable 
eucalyptus trees will be removed and the project will tie 
into a CAL FIRE ridgeline fuelbreak from Buzzard Lagoon 

RCD Chipper Program

Large wildfires in the Santa Cruz Mountains in 2008 and 
2009, including the Summit Fire and the Lockheed Fire, 
highlighted the need for increased fuel load reduction 
outreach and coordinated activities in Santa Cruz County. 
This inspired the RCD, in coordination with CAL FIRE and 
the local Fire Protection Districts and Fire Safe Councils, to 
develop the RCD Chipper Program. The Chipper Program 
offered a monetary incentive for fuel load reduction projects 
in “high fire risk” areas and provided educational and 
informational outreach to County residents. Grant-funded 
chipping service were available to organized communities 
in Santa Cruz County’s Wildland Urban Interface (WUI) 
neighborhoods to assist residents in home protection and to 
comply with State and County defensible space regulations. 

Road toward Sand Point on Aptos Creek Fire Road. The South 
Skyline project, including Kings Creek Truck Trail (KCTT) 
and Highway 35 fuelbreaks, will create four miles of fuelbreak 
along existing ridge roads and will connect to previously 
implemented fuel load reduction zones to create a more 
contiguous fuelbreak. RCD and its partners will create these 
fuelbreaks using several methods, including hand labor for 
falling, thinning, limbing, bucking, piling and pile burning, as 
well as using heavy machinery for chipping and mastication. 

In addition to the creation of these fuelbreaks, the Fuels 
Reduction Program has been part of an important partnership 
effort for both fuels reduction work and for education and 
outreach. The RCD has worked closely with CAL FIRE and 
local Fire Safe Councils, including Bonny Doon Fire Safe 
Council, Soquel Fire Safe Council, and South Skyline Fire 
Safe Council to identify and implement these fuelbreaks and 
also to educate and inform local residents regarding wildfire 
prevention and defensible space. 

A total of 24 fuel reduction projects in the Santa Cruz 
County WUI were completed through the RCD Chipper 
Program. Defensible space was enhanced around homes 
and structures and roadway clearance on over 108 acres, 
benefitting 3,143 residents in 975 homes. This program 
also generated an array of informational and educational 
materials designed to educate County residents about fire 
safety, wildfire threats and defensible space. In addition, 
the RCD and its partners gave a number of presentations 
and workshops intended to foster a cultural shift in wildfire 
threat awareness and prevention strategies. This outreach 
has enabled the RCD to connect with thousands of County 
residents to improve their understanding of the critical 
significance of and need for wildfire prevention, as identified 
in the recently adopted Santa Cruz/San Mateo Community 
Wildfire Protection Plan. 

“The RCD Chipper Program is a critical 
component of vegetative fuel load reduction 
projects. With the high number of homes in 
the Wildland Urban Interface, this program 
is a huge benefit to homeowners by helping 
them create and maintain defensible space.”

—Angela Bernheisel, CAL FIRE  
Soquel Demonstration State Forest Manager
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Before clearing 
the thick 
understory 
vegetation is 
fuel for fire and 
allows fire to 
easily spread. 
Note the 
obscured barn.

Post project, 
the vegetation 
is thinned to 
reduce fire 
danger along 
the road. Note 
the visibility of 
the barn after 
the project.

before

after
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after

before

As part of the California Red-legged 

Frog Enhancement Project, the RCD 

and NRCS completed construction of  

a pond at Watsonville Slough Farms 

to support frog breeding and provide 

habitat for other native amphibians, 

reptiles and birds.

Removing Permitting Barriers 
for Environmental Projects  
Gets Results
The Santa Cruz Countywide Partners in Restoration 
Permit Coordination Program (Program) was developed 
by the RCD and partners in order to assist landowners 
in navigating the complex array of permits needed when 
completing conservation projects. Working in and around 
streams and riparian areas and in sensitive habitat can be 
prohibitively difficult, costly, and time consuming. The 
Program permit was renewed in 2009-2010 for another 
(10 years) and has secured pre-approved permits for 15 
types of restoration projects that meet specific criteria. This 
has allowed landowners to move forward with important 
conservation projects in Santa Cruz County and beyond.

Between 2010 and 2011, 16 conservation projects were 
implemented by the RCD. The projects improved 0.2 miles 
of salmonid streams, restored 11 acres of wetland, grassland, 
and riparian habitat, and prevented more than 2,600 tons 
of sediment from entering impaired water bodies. Three 
example projects are described below.

In partnership with the Natural Resources Conservation 
Service (NRCS) and the City of Santa Cruz, two 
deteriorated road culverts were removed and replaced with 
low maintenance open channel conveyance systems to 
improve water quality in Arana Gulch. The outfalls  

were stabilized by creating boulder cascades to dissipate 
turbulent flows. 

The RCD and NRCS completed Phase II of the California 
Red-legged Frog (CRLF) Enhancement Project. This project 
is part of a larger effort to support CRLF breeding recovery 
on Watsonville Slough Farms (owned by the Land Trust of 
Santa Cruz County) and in the Watsonville Sloughs system. 
The project improved critical habitat for CRLF and will 
provide expanded habitat opportunities for a suite of native 
amphibians, reptiles, and birds, along with improving water 
quality in the Middle Watsonville Slough system. With 
the collaborative efforts of Watsonville Wetlands Watch, 
the project improved habitat, water quality, and provided 
educational opportunities for volunteers and students at 
Pajaro Valley High School. 

The RCD and NRCS implemented a gully repair project 
to reduce the negative impacts on Larkin Valley wetland 
habitat from sedimentation in order to improve habitat for 
the Santa Cruz Long-toed Salamander and the California 
Red-legged Frog. Enhancements to migration corridors 
through the connection of upland habitat with existing 
breeding ponds were also achieved. This project was part of 
the RCD’s Salamander Recovery Program, launched in 2010 
in partnership with the US Fish and Wildlife Service, the 
California Department of Fish and Game, and the California 
Coastal Conservancy. 
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2010-2011 Permit Coordination Project Highlights

RESTORED	������������ 11 acres of wetland, grassland, 
and riparian habitat

IMPROVED	������������ 0.2 miles of salmonid streams 

PREVENTED	���������� 2,600 tons of sediment from 
entering impaired water bodies

local solutions. real results.

AmeriCorps Program Supports Natural 
Resource Conservation and Provides 
Opportunities for College Graduates
The AmeriCorps Watershed Stewards Project (WSP) is another important 
partner to the RCD. The WSP places AmeriCorps volunteers in coastal 
watersheds throughout California to work toward the mission to conserve, 
restore, and enhance anadromous watersheds for future generations. 

The RCD is currently in its second year as an AmeriCorps volunteers 
hosting site. The volunteers work in teams of two for 10 ½ month terms 
on projects that serve both the RCD and WSP missions. Volunteers get 
hands on experience working in the field of natural resource management 
and the RCD gets help with project support, maintenance and monitoring. 
Nicolas Viveros and John Morley joined the RCD team from October 2009 
through 2010. They built upon existing relationships and also fostered new 
connections within the community to further the mission of soil and water 
conservation. 

In 2011, Leah Healy and Carmen Tan came on board and furthered 
many of the responsibilities and relationships that started during the first 
year of WSP’s partnership with the RCD. Carmen and Leah spearheaded 
Volunteers to Save Soquel Creek, an effort to manage invasive plant species 
on a riparian easement. On December 21, 2011, they were spotlighted in 
the Santa Cruz Sentinel describing their work in local watersheds and the 
partnership they had found with the RCD. 

Each member must undertake an Individual Service Project (ISP) and 
recruit a minimum of 15 volunteers to assist in completing the project. 
Members’ ISPs have included invasive species removal in critical California 
Red-legged Frog habitat and Cape Ivy removal along Soquel Creek. 

The RCD looks forward to continuing its partnership with WSP and 
hosting another team of volunteers to help restore and improve Santa Cruz 
County watersheds in 2012-2013.
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RCD Helps Put the  
Coast Dairies Property  
Plan into Action 
In 2009, the federal Bureau of Land Management (BLM) 
hired the RCD to provide an updated assessment of land 
resources and conditions on the Coast Dairies property 
in northern Santa Cruz County. As the BLM prepared to 
take ownership of the property, the agency wanted to get a 
sense of the current conditions on the property, the resource 
concerns to be aware of, and any potential for restoration 
or conservation projects that might be undertaken. One 
of the key opportunities identified was restoration of San 
Vicente Creek, which is the only stream on the Coast Dairies 
property currently known to support remnant populations of 
coho salmon and steelhead trout. San Vicente Creek is also 
designated by the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) 
as a priority watershed for recovery of Central California 
Coast coho salmon. Following the 2009 recommendations, 
the RCD implemented two major restoration projects on San 
Vicente Creek to improve habitat for salmonids.

The first of the two projects was installed in 2009 in the 
upper reach of the creek and involved reconnecting a 
backwater area along the creek with the main channel. 
This created a series of pools that provide winter refuge and 
summer rearing habitat for coho (Oncorhynchus kisutch) and 
steelhead (Oncorhynchus mykiss). 

The second project, completed in 2011, is downstream from 
the first along a reach of San Vicente Creek severely lacking in 
woody material, pools, and spawning gravels. The RCD, with 
assistance from its partners, installed eight large structures, 
consisting of large logs, root wads and boulders, placed and/
or anchored along and within the stream channel. The project 
is intended to enhance adult and juvenile coho salmon and 
steelhead rearing habitat, increase channel complexity, and 
reactivate nearby floodplains while the natural process of large 

woody material accumulation takes places and creates new 
pools. The National Marine Fisheries Service Public Draft 
Recovery Plan for Central California Coast Coho Salmon 
Evolutionarily Significant Unit specifically indicates that 
large woody material structures clearly influences the health 
and recovery of salmonid populations, thus this project was 
intended to respond to that directive.

These restoration projects represent an important example 
of the successful collaboration of Federal, State, and local 
partners, including the RCD, the USDA Natural Resources 
Conservation Service, National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration, State Coastal Conservancy, Department 
of Fish and Game, the Bureau of Land Management, The 
Nature Conservancy, the Trust for Public Land and the 
Moore Family Foundation. A portion of the funds for this 
project were part of the American Recovery and Reinvestment 
Act of 2009 and the Clean Water State Revolving Fund.

Sooni Gillett of the RCD and AmeriCorps 
volunteers complete a survey of the large  
woody material project on San Vicente Creek.

Education and Outreach on  
San Vicente Creek 
San Vicente Creek has provided diverse educational 
opportunities for both children and adults. In 2009, the RCD 
held a public tour of the large woody material restoration 
projects underway in the San Vicente Creek Watershed and 
highlighted their importance for proper stream function and 
health with local landowners and the community. Also in 
2009, the Salmonid Restoration Federation held a workshop 
discussing off-channel habitat use by coho and showed 
examples of such features in the San Vicente Creek watershed 
for the annual conference attended by agency staff and state-
wide professionals. 

In partnership with the RCD and Reikes Center, Pacific 
Elementary School in Davenport has utilized the San Vicente 
Creek restoration projects as an outdoor laboratory for 5th 
and 6th graders. Their curriculum  included water quality, 
Native American studies, the concept of “watershed”, 
salmonid migration, creek habitats, plant and animal 
identification, including animal track identification. Lastly, 
Cal Poly’s Swanton Pacific Ranch undergraduate and graduate 
students visited the project sites in 2011 for their Advanced 
Watershed Hydrology field trip. 
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Opportunities for Integrated 
Watershed Restoration

The Integrated Watershed Restoration Program (IWRP) has 
been a critical conservation tool in Santa Cruz County since 
2003. While IWRP remains focused on the core mission of 
helping both our public and private conservation partners 
identify, prioritize, and implement various projects to improve 
water quality, restore local habitats, and recover threatened 
and endangered species, IWRP’s success has enabled the 
program to expand well beyond its original geographic and 
thematic boundaries. 

With the help of the California Coastal Conservancy and 
our partners at the San Mateo County RCD and RCD of 
Monterey County, IWRP has been expanded to provide 
support for high priority conservation projects in San Mateo 
and Monterey counties. Our partner RCDs have developed 
functional Technical Advisory Committees (TAC) and are 
moving forward on an array of projects ranging from road 
assessments to multi-benefit agricultural water supply and 
habitat projects.

In addition to expanding the program’s geographic range, 
the RCD has been able to develop new partnerships over 
the past two years through IWRP. We have forged a strong 
relationship with the Regional Transportation Commission 
(RTC) and implemented a pilot project with the RTC and 
the City of Watsonville this summer. Through IWRP and 
with support from the California Coastal Conservancy, the 
RCD was able to facilitate the use of local mitigation funds 
from the current Highway 1 widening project to construct the 
final phase of the Manabe Wetlands Restoration Project in 
Watsonville. Identified as a high priority by the IWRP TAC 
in 2005, IWRP grant monies were able to pay for the design 
and permit work and implementation of the first two phases. 
With the mitigation funds from the RTC, we will be able to 
ensure the final phase is completed in Fall 2012.

Another result of IWRP partnerships was the RCD being 
asked by our partner agency, National Oceanic Atmospheric 
Administration Fisheries (NOAA), to work with the RTC 
and Caltrans to develop the first countywide Memorandum 

of Understanding (MOU) for Advance Mitigation Planning. 
This MOU would allow the transportation agencies to work 
with the RCD and other conservation partners to identify 
future off-site mitigation needs and develop both a funding 
and an accountability framework to implement mitigation 
action prior to the occurrence of construction impacts. If 
successful, this effort could provide a funding source for 
conservation projects in the county and save significant 
expenditures by our transportation partners through 
streamlining and simplifying the mitigation process. 
Building off a similar effort that has been completed for the 
Elkhorn Slough watershed, the Santa Cruz County MOU 
has been drafted and reviewed by most of the necessary state 
and federal resource agencies and approved by the RTC. The 
MOU is slated to be finalized in early 2013. 

In 2010, NOAA requested that the RCD utilize IWRP to 
facilitate an on-going dialogue regarding coho recovery with 
CAL FIRE and the Soquel Demonstration State Forest. 
The RCD staff and IWRP Coordinator accepted the offer 
and have worked with NOAA and CAL FIRE, as well as 
California Department of Fish Game (CDFG), to develop 
a pilot coho recovery project on the Soquel Demonstration 
State Forest. IWRP was able to assist CAL FIRE by 
1) providing technical support, 2) utilizing the IWRP 
Technical Advisory Committee to address design and permit 
questions, and 3) helping guide the permitting process. This 
effort has led CAL FIRE to take an active leadership role 
in coho recovery and convene a coast-wide working group 
to develop new tools to simplify the permitting process for 
Coho recovery projects on actively managed forest lands. 

Through the IWRP process, the recovery of the Santa 
Cruz Long-toed Salamander was identified by both US 
Fish and Wildlife Service and the CDFG as a priority. The 
agencies requested that the RCD play a pivotal role in the 
identification and implementation of key restoration projects 
aimed at the enhancement of wetland and upland habitat 
for the species. The Salamander Recovery Program was 
launched in 2010 and the first of a series of species recovery 
projects was implemented in 2011.
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Expanded Conservation Support 
for Spanish Speaking Growers
In 2010 the RCD was awarded funding from the US 
Department of Agriculture’s Outreach and Assistance for 
Socially Disadvantaged Farmers and Ranchers Program. For 
the past three years, this program, called Manejo Agricola con 
Nuevos Amigos (MANA) has been supporting the Resource 
Conservation District of Santa Cruz County (RCD) initiative 
to provide better conservation and education assistance to 
Spanish speaking growers.

The MANA program has three main goals. First, the program 
seeks to improve RCD and Natural Resources Conservation 
Service (NRCS) relationships with Spanish speaking growers. 
Second, MANA aims to reduce barriers farmers may have with 
putting conservation measures into practice due to language or 

economic factors. The third goal of the MANA program is to 
improve economic outcomes for Spanish speaking growers, 
by designing programs that improve access to markets and 
help implement cost saving conservation measures. We 
accomplished these goals by initiating new relationships with 
more than 120 Spanish speaking farmers and/or managers in 
Santa Cruz County, conducting an in-depth growers’ needs 
assessment, providing in-field technical assistance, supporting 
partners’ workshops, and assisting growers interested in 
participating in federal farm bill programs, such as the 
Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP). 

One important early milestone was the completion of a 
comprehensive needs assessment —a process of interviewing 
and communicating with a wide range of Spanish speaking 
growers to determine what services they might consider 
useful or beneficial. The results  identified four priority 

“Trabajar con el RCD fue una buen experiencia, porque 
cosas que no sabes tú, ellos te lo enseñan y te ayudan en los 
proyectos de conservación. Ellos tienen personal preparado.”

“Working with the RCD was a great experience. They 
can teach you things you don’t know about and help you 
implement conservation projects. They have well prepared 
staff to do so.”

—Rogelio Fernandez, Grower

Assisting Growers with Irrigation 
and Nutrient Efficiency
In 2011, the Resource Conservation District of Santa 
Cruz County (RCD) launched the Irrigation and Nutrient 
Management (INM) Program, focused initially on the 
Pajaro River Watershed. The INM program is funded by the 
California State Water Resources Control Board (SWRCB) 
and the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS), 
and is designed to address rising concerns of declining water 
quality and water supply in the region. 

The Pajaro River Watershed stretches over four counties 
(San Benito, Santa Clara, Santa Cruz and Monterey), covers 
approximately 1300 square miles of land and is heavily 

dominated by agricultural production. The SWRCB has 
identified the Pajaro River Watershed as having significant 
water quality impairments. The Pajaro River Watershed, 
several of its tributary streams and the Watsonville Sloughs, 
which all drain into the Monterey Bay National Marine 
Sanctuary, are now listed on the prioritized 303d list of water 
bodies impaired by nutrients, sediments, and pesticides.

It is widely understood that overuse of irrigation water and 
applied nitrogen is costly to growers and contributes to water 
quality concerns. Through the INM program, RCD Staff 
and regional agronomists work cooperatively with growers 
to assess current irrigation and nutrient delivery practices 
and equipment, in order to find ways to increase water and 
nutrient efficiency while maximizing production and crop 
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areas where Spanish speaking growers required additional 
assistance and support: 1) support for increased resource 
efficiency in production (irrigation efficiency, nutrient 
management, erosion control and pest management); 2) 
improve understanding of and compliance with agricultural 
regulations (specifically the rules and regulations surrounding 
Central Coast RWQCB’s  “Ag Waiver”); 3) improve growers’ 
access to markets; and 4) support growers on strategic 
business planning, finance and record keeping. Based on 
the needs assessment, we developed five technical assistance 
workshops, including a bilingual option, outlining the RCD 
and NRCS’ technical assistance services related to water-risk 
and a workshop on winter erosion control. The MANA team 
also provided support to partners’ workshops by providing 
Spanish language translation and interpretation and helping 
recruit Spanish speaking participants.

Additionally, the MANA program developed other tools and 
resources specifically targeted to Spanish speaking farmers 
in Santa Cruz County, including: erosion control assistance, 
farm water quality and compliance assistance, and irrigation 
and nutrient management assistance. In addition, RCD 
applied for and received a USDA grant to start a farmer’s 
market, specifically targeted at providing new markets for 
local Spanish speaking growers. We also assisted growers with 
conservation planning practices and completing all necessary 
steps in the application for EQIP and the Ag Waiver 
Enhancement Program (AWEP). Over the last two years, 
we have made great strides in reaching out and providing 
assistance to Spanish speaking growers in our community, 
and our hope is to expand the program services throughout 
the Central Coast region.

quality. Building on a long history of conservation efforts in 
the Pajaro Watershed, the INM program is conducting on-site 
irrigation evaluations and collecting data to monitor fertilizer 
inputs and make recommendations on how systems can be 
improved to conserve grower resources and mitigate impacts 
of agricultural run-off. So far, the program has identified 
many small low cost management changes, such as modifying 
irrigation scheduling that will improve system efficiency, 
thereby benefiting both the grower and the watershed.  

We are looking forward to supporting continued 
collaboration among the agricultural community, RCDSCC 
staff and regional agronomists to further explore and develop 
ways to address the needs of growers and conservation 
concerns in the Pajaro Watershed. 

Michael Johnson 
of the RCD 
demonstrates 
various tools for 
assisting growers 
with irrigation 
fertilzation 
evaluations.

Spanish speaking growers 
attend an RCD sponsored 
educational event at a 
local farm.



 www.rcdsantacruz.org

14

Resource Conservation District of Santa Cruz County

Pajaro Valley Community 
Water Dialogue
The issues surrounding water in the Pajaro Valley have 
been extraordinarily divisive over the past several decades. 
One issue that has been particularly contentious and 
complicated has been the issue of aquifer overdraft. 
Overdraft in the Pajaro has created uncertainties for 
agricultural water supply and long term viability, and has 
also contributed to the problem of saltwater intrusion from 
coastal areas. In July 2010, a group of landowners in the 
valley created the Community Water Dialogue (CWD) 
to find community based solutions to the valley’s water 
issues. Since then the group has expanded to include a 
wide variety of stakeholders, including other landowners, 
growers, academics, nonprofits, rural residents, government 
representatives, and environmental leaders. Fifty to sixty 

members of this group have met quarterly since its formation. 
The RCD has played a lead role in the group, providing 
leadership and technical assistance to the effort. The 
solutions-based approach of the Community Water Dialogue 
has had the effect of uniting people around this common 
challenge of the fundamental principles of the effort which 
include: 

»» A commitment to protect the Pajaro Valley as an 
important agriculture resource;

»» A recognition that the solution will not be a water 
importation pipeline; and

»» A willingness to pursue diverse strategies which  
entail costs and sacrifices in order to bring our  
aquifer into balance.

USDA Deputy Secretary Kathleen Merrigan (center) 
tours Managed Aquifer Recharge Basin

“The Community Water Dialogue is one of the best things that 
has happened in the Pajaro Valley in the last 20 years.”

Chuck Allen, Real Estate Specialist



local solutions. real results.

15

2010 –2012 Annual Report

The Community Water Dialogue has already had several 
important successes and accomplishments since its formation 
in 2010. Among these are:

»» Fostering Collaboration. The CWD has been 
successful in getting groups who previously worked in 
isolation from one another to come together and work 
collaboratively towards positive solutions. Tangible 
outcomes include successful collaborative projects, 
and a more civil tone in the Pajaro Valley Water 
Management Agency (PVWMA) processes.

»» Ensuring Broad Representation. Involvement on an 
ongoing basis of 50-60 people from a broad variety of 
stakeholders is common at the general CWD meetings. 

»» Strengthening the PVWMA Relationship. The Pajaro 
Valley Water Management Agency (PVWMA) sees 
CWD as a collaborator and forum for developing 
solutions. Input from the CWD Ad hoc Basin 
Management Planning (BMP) Committee has guided 
the conservation aspects of PVWMA’s BMP long-term 
planning process.

»» Acting as a Knowledgeable Resource on Water Issues. 
The CWD has established itself as the place to go to 
learn about water issues.

»» Implementing Successful Collaborative Projects. The 
CWD has launched its first two collaborative projects 
to reduce water use through conservation and to 
increase aquifer recharge:

1. Wireless Irrigation Monitoring Network
The partners in the CWD developed the idea to create 
a wireless irrigation network (entitled Project WIN) 
in the Pajaro Valley to help growers improve irrigation 
efficiency. This project involves installation of soil 
tension probes and a network of communication towers 
to transfer data in real time to growers. This allows for 
improved irrigation decision-making, with 15-30% 
water savings and little or no yield loss being common 
among growers using the system. There are currently 
five towers and two repeaters in the Valley that form 
the core of this network, with 15 additional repeaters 
to be installed in the coming months. Creating this 
central network will drastically reduce the investment 
required for widespread adoption of this technology 
by the growers and the RCD will act as the central 
administrator of the network.

2. Managed Aquifer Recharge
The RCD, along with CWD partners Driscoll’s 
Strawberry Associates and Reiter Affiliated Companies, 
the Natural Resource Conservation Service, the 
University of California at Santa Cruz, California 

Nik Strong-Cvetich of the RCD 
talks about community solutions 
to the aquifer overdraft issue.

State University Monterey Bay, and landowners, have 
worked collaboratively to develop a “managed aquifer 
recharge” pilot project that will help to improve water 
supply. The first construction project has just been 
completed, recharging excess (rainy season) surface 
flows into available aquifers. Location-specific strategies 
were tested for routing runoff, minimizing siltation, 
cycling nutrients, and achieving other water quality 
benefits as excess surface water is percolated into 
underlying aquifers. Monitoring and quantification of 
improvements (e.g. amount of water put into aquifers, 
benefits to water quality) are conducted as essential 
components of these projects. 
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The RCD and NRCS Partnership 
Benefitting Landowners for 
More than 70 Years
The 1941 formation of the Pajaro Soil Conservation District 
and subsequent partnership with the Federal Soil Conservation 
Service sparked the beginning of a productive relationship 
between what is now the Resource Conservation District of 
Santa Cruz County and the United States Department of 
Agriculture Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS). 
Since that time both agencies have worked together to help 
both private and public landowners’ complete hundreds of 
voluntary conservation projects. The RCD’s local knowledge, 
outreach capabilities, and planning experience complement 
the NRCS technical assistance and farm bill programs. Our 

NRCS engineer 
Jim Kjelgaard and 
grower Manuel 
Alvarez Jr. discuss 
farm conservation 
practice options in 
the field.

“The work and visible presence of NRCS in Santa Cruz County 
would not have been possible without an organized, active, and 
progressive RCD. I believe the natural resources of Santa Cruz 
County are much enhanced because of our combined and cooperative 
efforts. I look forward to many more conservation success stories in 
the future as a result of this very unique and successful partnership.” 

—Rich Casale, District Conservationist, USDA  
Natural Resources Conservation Service

cooperative agreement allows us to share an office and offer 
a full suite of no-cost and low-cost services to landowners 
interested in conservation projects. 

Between 2010 and 2012, the RCD and NRCS worked 
together to complete assessments and project designs for 
the Livestock and Land, Home Drainage, Rural Roads, 
and Permit Coordination programs, as well as design and 
construct a wide array of restoration projects. The NRCS 
also provided financial and technical support to the RCD 
to help implement and expand its Irrigation and Nutrient 
Management (INM) services offered to local farmers. The 
RCD, in turn, has provided support to NRCS by assisting 
in outreach to and translation services for Spanish speaking 
farmers interested in NRCS and farm bill funded programs.
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Connecting Kids to 
Conservation
Environmental education encourages youth to value the 
natural world and become active in conservation later in 
life. Watershed Stewards Project (WSP) members, hosted by 
the RCD,  have been visiting classrooms from Davenport to 
Watsonville for the last two years in support of the educational 
component of the RCD’s mission. Through a variety of 
partnerships between October of 2010 and May of 2012, WSP 
members provided educational programs to more than 500 
students from 5th grade through high school. 

The WSP program requires each member to teach a series 
of six one-hour lessons using the program’s Real Science 
curriculum. Topics include watersheds and land use, the water 
cycle, and salmonid anatomy, habitat, and life cycle. The kids 
seem to enjoy and retain the information with at least 75% of 
students improving their post-test scores by 20% or more over 
their pre-tests.

The WSP members also coordinated with Julia Davenport, an 
education consultant, to support the Santa Cruz City Schools 
Wetlands and Watersheds program through classroom visits 
and assisting with field trips to the San Lorenzo River. In class 
activities and presentations were focused on water conservation 
while field trips introduced students to water quality testing 
and nature journaling.

At Pacific Elementary in Davenport, WSP members Leah 
Healy and Carmen Tan taught 5th and 6th graders about 
watersheds and salmonids through a series of presentations, 
games, and hands-on activities. The series culminated with 
students dressing up in hand-sewn costumes to act in a salmon 
life cycle pageant. 

Finally, through a partnership with Watsonville Wetlands 
Watch, WSP members assisted with field trips at Pajaro Valley 
High School. The students learned about sampling for aquatic 
macroinvertebrates—invertebrates that live in the water and 
are visible with the naked eye—as water quality indicators and 
conducted plant population monitoring to evaluate the success 
of a native grassland restoration project.

Students at Pacific 
Elementary School   
were able to use 
San Vicente Creek, 
located next to 
their school, as an 
outdoor classroom.
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Strategic Fund Development 
Plan Helps Secure the Future of 
the RCD Mission
Following the state budget crisis of 2008-2009, the Resource 
Conservation District of Santa Cruz County (RCD)embarked 
on an effort to create more diverse and therefore more 
stable and secure, sources of funding. Funded by a generous 
grant from the Community Foundation of Santa Cruz, the 
RCD developed a strategic fund development plan. There 
were three main goals in this process: (1) create a cohesive, 
understandable message for internal and external stakeholders 
regarding the RCD’s core mission and business; (2) create 
a plan with specific steps for achieving the objectives of 
developing new financial resources; and (3) develop a plan for 
communicating about the RCD to core audiences with the 
intention of diversifying funding resources. 

To achieve our goal of creating a clear message, we developed 
a new tagline, “Local Solutions. Real Results.” We also 

clarified our “core business” into two distinct areas: (1) 
Watershed Restoration and Protection and (2) Conservation 
and Stewardship in Agriculture. While we have many 
different programs and initiatives, all of the RCD’s programs 
fall into these two organizing themes. To achieve our 
second goal, we created a plan for developing new financial 
resources. Some of the initiatives include formalizing our 
grant solicitation process, developing fee-based services, 
soliciting private foundations, local businesses, and individual 
benefactors, increasing program efficiency, and developing 
additional revenue generating activities. Our final goal was 
achieved by creating a marketing plan to communicate our 
clearer and more cohesive message to specific audiences.

The RCD believes that both the process of creating this plan 
and the specific objectives that the RCD is implementing as 
a result of this plan will bring additional and more diverse 
sources of revenue to the District, and therefore allow us to 
continue to execute our mission to the fullest extent.

Watsonville Slough Farm 
Management Plan Completed
The Land Trust of Santa Cruz County’s Watsonville Slough 
Farms property sits at the center of the lower Pajaro River 
watershed and intersects with four of the six individual 
sloughs that sustain this large and complex ecosystem–
Harkins, Hanson, Struve and Watsonville Sloughs. The 
property and surrounding area represent a substantial 
opportunity where uplands, wetlands, and critical transition 
zones can be effectively managed to address impairments 
and restore a landscape with a mosaic of grasslands, riparian 
woodlands, and a variety of seasonal and perennial wetlands. 

The RCD, in partnership with the Land Trust and 
Watsonville Wetlands Watch, led the development of a 
comprehensive plan for the management of the Watsonville 
Slough Farm. The plan was guided by and benefitted 
significantly from the participation of a Technical Advisory 
Committee (TAC), comprised of local farmers, biologists, 
planners, and community experts, including representatives 
from the RCD, California Department of Fish and Game, 
California Coastal Conservancy, Farm Bureau, United 
States Fish and Wildlife Service, United States Department 
of Agriculture Natural Resource Conservation Service, 
Pajaro Valley Water Management Agency, and the City of 
Watsonville, among others.

While the Watsonville Slough Farms Management Plan 
focuses primarily on the lands owned by the Land Trust, 
the data and recommendations are nested within a long-
term conservation and management vision for the larger 
Watsonville Sloughs system and surrounding preservation 
and conservation efforts. This Plan is viewed as a 10-year 
guidance document for the farm’s onsite resources in an effort 
to achieve ecological restoration, conservation and protection 
for key natural resources while maintaining agricultural 
viability and production. In 2011, the collaborative effort 
of the Middle Watsonville Slough Wetland Protection and 
Water Quality Partnership was nationally recognized with the 
Coastal America Partnership Award.

Watsonville Slough Farms
Management Plan

April 17, 2012
prepared by: 
the Resource Conservation District of Santa Cruz County and the Land Trust of Santa Cruz County
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2010–2012  
Fiscal Year Funding Sources
American Rivers

California Association of Resource 
Conservation Districts

Community Foundation of Santa Cruz

Gordon and Betty Moore Foundation

Land Trust of Santa Cruz County

Moore Family Foundation

National Fish and Wildlife Foundation

Sempervirens Fund

City of Santa Cruz

County of Santa Cruz

California Department of Conservation

California Department of Fish and Game

California Department of Food and 
Agriculture

California Department of Water Resources

California Fire Safe Council

California Natural Resources Agency

California State Coastal Conservancy

California State Parks

State Water Resources Control Board

Bureau of Land Management 

Environmental Protection Agency

National Oceanic and  
Atmospheric Administration

Natural Resources Conservation Service

US Fish and Wildlife Service,  
Coastal Program

Performance-Based 
Conservation Incentives in 
the Pajaro Valley
When it comes to water resources, the Pajaro Valley has no 
shortage of challenges. Over the last 50 years the aquifer 
providing water to the agricultural community, rural citizens 
and the city of Watsonville has been significantly overdrafted, 
leading to saltwater intrusion. Additionally, the Pajaro River 
and other tributaries have been shown to have some of the 
highest concentrations of nitrates across the state.

In response to these complex issues, the RCD and Driscoll’s 
Strawberry Associates Inc., with support from non-profit 
Sustainable Conservation, began looking at how incentives 
can motivate positive change in the condition of the aquifer 
and watershed. This led the partnership to develop the 
Performance-Based Conservation Incentive Pilot, made 
possible by a grant from the United States Department of 
Agriculture’s Conservation Innovation Program. 

As noted above, the pilot program seeks to improve aquifer 
and water quality conditions in the Pajaro Valley, by creating 
a series of standardized metrics to measure water quality 
and quantity of water used. It also is currently developing 
a structure of economic and non-economic incentives (e.g. 
regulatory relief) to motivate grower action, and testing these 
models on the ground.

This overall approach is unique, uniting private industry, 
the public and non-profit sectors to use business and policy 
related incentives to improve environmental conditions. By 
incentivizing outcomes rather than practices, farmers can 
find their own strategies to reduce nutrients and improve 
water quality in ways that are more economically feasible and 
practical for their own business models. The lessons learned 
from this pilot will be distributed on a larger scale to be 
further implemented in other regions and industries when the 
pilot project is complete in September 2012.

“By uniting private industry, public 
and non-profits, the conservation 
incentives project is able to take 
a new approach to incentivizing 
progress on water related issues.”

—Daniel Mountjoy, Director of Conservation on Private Lands 
Sustainable Conservation



Put Your Money to Work for
Local Resource Conservation

The Resource Conservation District of Santa Cruz County is primarily funded by grants and contracts with 
public and non-public entities. Private donations help to further the mission of the District and can be 
targeted toward your area of interest. 

The RCD can receive tax deductible donations under Internal Revenue Service Code Section 170 (b) and 
170 (c) (1). This section says that contributions to a governmental entity are deductible (up to 50% of the 
taxpayer’s adjusted gross income). The RCD may accept all forms of contributions including, but not limited 
to, gifts, property, cash, stocks and securities. Feel free to contact us with any questions at 831.464.2950.

Programs include:

{{ K-12 educational Programs

{{ Watershed Restoration

{{ Rural Roads

{{ Residential and Commercial Stormwater 

{{ Livestock and Land

{{ Agricultural Programs

{{ Community Wildfire Protection

Your contribution can be mailed to 820 Bay Ave, Suite 136, Capitola, CA 95010

RCD of Santa Cruz County
820 Bay Avenue, Suite 136
Capitola, CA 95010
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