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Serving Santa Cruz County Since 1942

The RCD makes on-the-ground conservation  
happen by partnering with our local community 

on a voluntary basis to care for our land, water, 
soil, wildlife and other natural resources.



Director’s Message
I hope this message finds you and 
your families in good health and 
spirits.  This period of sheltering 
in place has me reflecting on how 
important our connections to one 
another and to nature are for our 
collective wellbeing.  In troubled 

times we look to nature (be it in our backyard or our 
local park) for enjoyment, exercise, and peace. We rely 
on farmers, farm workers, and resilient local food systems 
to supply our basic needs. And we demonstrate our love 
for each other by fostering social connection while main-
taining our physical distance.

We are thinking a lot these days about what work is 
“essential” for the health and safety of our community, 
and how to best deliver that work while protecting our 
staff and partners. So much of what we do at the RCD is 
essential – from wildfire protection to storm preparedness, 
from assisting farmers to restoring endangered species. 
This work that we do together with you, our partners, in 
stewarding our county’s land, water, and wildlife helps 
strengthen our community now and into the future. 

This time also gives us a moment to stop and reflect on 
our accomplishments from the last 
year. 2019 was an exciting year of 
innovation for the RCD. In partner-
ship with the Land Trust of Santa 
Cruz County and Granite Canyon 
Labs, we installed the first biochar 
system in Santa Cruz County to 
treat agricultural tile drain water. 
This system will pull nutrients and 
pesticides out of water, benefiting 
downstream water quality while 

preserving upstream farm operations.  Working with Cal 
Poly Swanton Pacific Ranch, we completed the first Farm 
Carbon Plan in our county,  which identifies manage-
ment practices to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and 
maximize carbon sequestration on the farm. This new 
approach to on-farm conservation planning helps unlock 
the vast potential of agricultural lands to be a key climate 
solution. In partnership with the US Fish and Wildlife 
Service, we developed a new In-Lieu Fee Mitigation pro-
gram that, once operational, will direct mitigation efforts 
to the most beneficial conservation actions across Santa 
Cruz and Monterey Counties. This was also a year of 
deepening and expanding partnerships for our RCD. We 
strengthened partnerships with Cal FIRE and members 
of the Fire Safe Council of Santa Cruz County as we grew 
our forest health and fire resiliency program in response 
to community need. Our collaborations with Cal Trans 
and the Regional Transportation Commission led to suc-
cessful grant proposals to advance restoration-minded 
transportation project planning. 

As we weather this crisis together, though apart, we are so 
grateful to be a part of this community and look forward to 
the continued partnership and work that lies ahead.  

Be well,  
Lisa Lurie, Executive Director

RCD 2018-19 Fiscal Year Budget
Income Sources 2018-2019 Expenses 2018-2019

Interest $9,003 Professional Services & Construction $1,108,568

Local Property Taxes $36,946 Salaries, Taxes, & Benefits $751,171

Augmentation Funds $41,289 Operating Expenses $89,002

State & Federal Grants $1,084,911

Other revenue $1,017,635

Donations $454

Total *2,190,238 Total *$1,948,741 

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



Hopes forYellowbank Pond  
to Become a Haven for  
Red-legged Frogs

California red-legged frogs, the largest native frog in the 
western United States, were historically widespread and 
occurred throughout much of California. Unfortunately, 
the loss of natural habitats led to the frog being listed as  
Federally threatened in 1996. Much of its range and forest 
lands in north-western Santa Cruz County has remained 
intact. But, the construction of HWY 1 and the associ-
ated rail-line severed many naturally flowing streams 
and drainages that historically hosted the species. This 
eliminated many breeding sites and severed  historical 
interbreeding of CRLF populations, which limits impor-
tant genetic variability.

Located at the Cotoni-Coast Dairies National Monument, 
Yellow Bank Creek was recognized as a high priority res-
toration area by both the United States Fish and Wildlife 
Service (Service) and Bureau of Land Management (BLM). 
When PG&E approached the Service looking to to miti-
gate for CRLF impacts from their vegetation management 
program, this project was immediately recognized as a 
potential candidate. The RCD joined this coalition and the 

vision of the Yellow Bank Pond restoration project became 
a reality.

Constructed in 2018, the Yellowbank project was intended 
to directly address historical degradation of aquatic 
habitat by creating new CRLF breeding ponds. Based on 
the size of the project, it’s anticipated that there will be 
a consistent and very large number of animals every year. 
Although it was built to aid the recovery of the threatened 
red legged frog, this project will also benefit many endemic 
species, including a wide variety of birds, amphibians, and 
mammals, like bobcats, mountain lion, and deer. 

The project created 1.75 acres of seasonal freshwater 
habitat to support CRLF breeding. Mere months after the 
project was complete, BLM biologist, Mike Westphal, 
observed six adult CRLF’s in the pond!  “Of course, the 
ultimate marker of success is when the ponds start gener-
ating baby frogs, which we hope to see next spring, “ said 
Westphal. Next spring is right around the corner, and so 
are many, many baby frogs!
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Refining Nitrogen Management 
on Farms, One Irrigator at a Time

Millions of dollars related to costs and/or revenue of agri-
cultural production, water quality regulatory compliance, 
environmental lawsuits, freshwater and marine aquatic 
ecosystems health protection, and State funded techni-
cal assistance programs are tied to one molecule: nitrate. 
A vital compound that is repelled by negatively charged 
clay particles in soil, and therefore highly mobile and eas-
ily carried by water. Nitrate in soil and water is a subject 
of contention, regulation, and management guidelines. 

High value specialty crop production in our area depends 
on continued nitrate inputs to support plant growth 
and vigor. Nitrate sources include mineralization of soil 
organic matter and decomposing plant residues, nitrate 
in irrigation water, certain types of organic soil amend-
ments, and of course nitrogen fertilizers (both conven-
tional and organic). Understanding and adequately 
managing nitrate sources in farming operations is critical 
for both optimizing production and minimizing nitrate 

movement into 
groundwater and 
surface waters. A 
basic step is being 
able to measure 
how much nitrate 
is already avail-
able in the soil for 
crop consumption 
before adding new 
nitrogen inputs. 

The soil nitrate 
quick test (SNQT) 
is a simple tool that 
allows growers and 
irrigators to rapidly 
measure soil nitrate 
levels on-site and 
make decisions 
based on those 
results. Although the test is relatively easy to learn and use, 
broader adoption among growers and irrigators has been con-
strained by language barriers and limitations in math skills. 

With funding from the California Department of Food 
and Agriculture’s Fertilizer Research and Education 
Program (CDFA-FREP) the RCD developed practical 
guidelines and educational materials accompanied by on-
the-ground individualized trainings to support broader 
adoption of the SNQT. A well-illustrated step-by-step 
field guide to conduct the SNQT on farms was produced 
by RCD staff with ready to use interpretation guidelines 
that internalize all the required calculations to simply 
provide recommendations in the form of how many 
pounds of nitrogen to apply based on test results. Along 
with this guide, the RCD provided supplies and one-on-
one trainings to 14 growers and irrigators, consisting of a 
series of repeated visits and supervised implementation of 
the tool, so that they can continue to use it on their own 
to inform their fertilizer management decisions. The pro-
gram has been very effective at helping growers reduce 
nitrogen overuse that could end up in runoff water and 
save money on fertilizer costs. The SNQT guide is avail-
able in Spanish and English on the RCD web site at:

www.rcdsantacruz.org/publications

GUÍA PARA TOMAR MUESTRAS DE NITRÓGENO DEL SUELO
Esta guía práctica da instrucciones paso-a paso para tomar una muestra de suelo y medir el 
nitrógeno mediante la prueba rápida de nitratos. La guía es una referencia rápida para usar 
directamente en el campo, que NO pretende reemplazar herramientas mas precisas como 
pruebas de laboratorio, o CropManage, etc.

Cuando y Donde Tomar La Muestra: Se recomienda cada dos semanas o cada mes, entre 
Febrero y Septiembre, cuando el cultivo necesita más nitrógeno. Se debe tomar tierra de 
muchos puntos en el campo. Se recomienda tomar una muestra a un pie de profundidad, 
porque las raíces de fresa alcanzan hasta el primer pie de suelo, y la muestra nos dice si hay 
suficiente nitrógeno para las plantas. También se puede tomar una muestra más profunda a 
dos pies que nos dice si perdimos nitrógeno por drenaje. 

1. Varilla para muestrear suelo  7/8” x 33” -  
*(www.ams-samplers.com/7-8-x-33-sst-soil-probe-w-handle.html)
2. Un balde (3-5 galones)
3. Seis tubitos de centrifuga de 50 ml con gradilla para los tubitos
*(www.amazon.com/SPL-Conical-Centrifuge-Racks-Sterile/dp/B01M04HGPJ)
4. Botella de chorro - *(www.amazon.com/Plastic-Squirt-Bottle-Lid-16/dp/B004BNC80C)
5. Cronometro o reloj con cronometro
6. Solución de cloruro de calcio - *gratis con el RCD
7. Tiras de papel con reactivo (“tiras reactivas”)  
para la prueba rápida de nitratos - *gratis con el RCD

RECURSOS
Resource Conservation District  
of Santa Cruz County (RCD)
820 Bay Ave, Ste 136 
Capitola, CA 95010 
(831) 464-2950 
www.rcdsantacruz.org
Servicios: Asistencia tecnica y financiera 
prestamo de equipo, evaluaciones de 
riego, y mas. 

Natural Resources Conservation Service 
(NRCS) 
820 Bay Ave, Ste 136 
Capitola, CA 95010 
(831) 475-1967

Servicios: Asistencia tecnica y financiera 
para agricultura - programa EQIP. 

PRUEBA RAPIDA  
DE NITRATO  
EN EL SUELO 

GUÍA PARA FRESA

831-464-2950 or  
info@rcdsantacruz.org

*materiales en la foto

Esta guía fue financiada por el Departamento de 
Alimentos y Agricultura de California, mediante su 
Programa de Educación e Investigación en Fertili-
zantes (FREP) y la Junta Consultora de Inspección de 
Fertilizantes. FREP ofrece financiamiento para realizar 
proyectos de investigación y educación que orienten 
el uso y manejo de fertilizantes de manera agronómi-
camente optima y segura para el ambiente.

 Materiales Requeridos:



Community Engagement and On-The-Ground Conservation Highlights
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RCD News

I’m a Farm Bureau Member 
because...  
“Farm Bureau continues 
to impress me with the 
representation they give 
agriculture on local, state and 
federal issues.”  
Dick Peixoto, Owner,  
Lakeside Organic Gardens, 
Watsonville

Soil Nitrogen Quick Tests: A Tool To Improve Nitrogen Fertilization Management

The Resource Conservation District of Santa Cruz County and the CDFA Fertilizer Research and Education Program of-
fer free field assistance for irrigators and ranch managers to collect, process and interpret a soil nitrogen quick test 
for strawberries and vegetables. Equipment, consumables and a step-by-step guide in English and Spanish are pro-

vided for free. Availability is filling up quickly! Call the RCD of Santa Cruz County: (831) 464-2950 ext. 14, or email: gspinelli@
rcdsantacruz.org.

El Distrito de Conservación de Santa Cruz y el Programa de Investigación y Educación de Fertilizantes (FREP) de CDFA of-
recen asistencia gratuita para regadores y gerentes de rancho para colectar, procesar e interpretar una muestra rápida de 
nitrato en el suelo para fresa y vegetales. Se ofrecen gratuitamente equipos, insumos y una guía paso por paso en español y en 
inglés.  Contáctenos pronto, cupos limitados! Distrito de Conservación (831) 464-2950 ext. 14, correo electrónico: gspinelli@
rcdsantacruz.org.

“People tell me, ‘You’re such an optimist.’ Am I an 
optimist? An optimist says the glass is half full. A 

pessimist says the glass is half empty. A survivalist is 
practical. He says, ‘Call it what you want, but just fill 

the glass.’ I believe in filling the glass.”  
 

Louis Zamperini, Don’t Give Up, Don’t Give In

Participated in the  
Water Harvest Festival 

with over 250 attendees 
to bring awareness to 

local water quality issues .

Leveraged county funds 
to secure over 2.7 million 

dollars in grants and  
cooperative agreements 
from state, federal and 

private sources for local 
natural resources work.

Conducted 4 agricultural 
trainings and demos that 

educated 107 growers  
on topics covering  

irrigation & nutrient 
management, cover crops, 

and hedgerows.

Created low cost  
data-loggers & installed 

them at two farms to 
analyze water use.

Held 2 workshops that 
educated 165 rural 

property owners about 
fire safety, stream care, 

wells and septic  
systems, private roads 

and erosion management.

Provided assistance and 
information on stream 

health & water  
security to 43 creekside 

landonwers in the Soquel 
Creek Wateshed.

Assisted 67 private 
landowners  with one-on-
one technical assistance 

related to a variety of soil, 
water, & other natural 
resource related topics.

Published seven articles 
in the local Farm Bureau 

newsletter to educate 
growers on various Best 

Practices for crops.



Secured permits through  
the RCD Partners in  

Restoration Program for  
three voluntary projects 

on private properties that 
reduced sediment and  

improved fish passage in  
the San Lorenzo Valley.

Completed an additional 
2.5 acres of fuel  

load reduction on  
private lands to  
decrease fire risk  

along Graham Hill Road.

Worked with Gilroy  
Future Farmers of 

America and UCCE to 
build an aerated  

compost bin system at 
the High School Farm.

Installed flow meters 
and/or soil sensors at 

19 farms with follow up 
assistancc for irrigation 
efficiency management

Helped 17 growers  
prepare applications for 

Ag Water & Energy  
Efficiency & Healthy Soils 

Incentives grants. Ten 
were awarded funding.

Received approval for the 
RCD in-lieu fee program 
that will improve species 

recovery efforts by keeping 
mitigation dollars local.

Constructed a biochar 
water quality treatment 
project in cooperation 
with a private grower 
and the Land Trust of 
Santa Cruz County to 

treat 60 acres of runoff.

Made recommendations 
to 21 livestock facilities  

in the Pajaro River  
Watershed on Best 

Practices for managing 
mud and manure to 

protect water quality.



Education & Technical  
Assistance Lead to On-the-
Ground Conservation

Since 1942, the RCD has been serving Santa Cruz County 
residents. From our small beginning, we have grown to be 
one of the largest RCD’s in the state. While the majority of 
our operating budget comes from federal, state and private 
foundation grants that target specific programs, local fund-
ing from the County of Santa Cruz allows us to provide 
critical educational and technical services to the community.

These augmentation monies fund two annual Living on 
Rural Properties workshops, along with participation at 
various outreach events where important natural resources 
materials are distributed to community members. In 
addition, we are able to provide one-on-one assistance to 
landowners who have concerns ranging from drainage and 
erosion problems, repairing and managing private roads, 
protecting habit and water quality, maintaining wells and 
septic systems and preparing for wildfires. 

Some of these concerns can be address over the phone or 
by providing links or hard copies of technical publica-
tions. But for landowners with more complicated issues 
we have the unique opportunity to do house calls and 
provide more detailed recommendations related to the 
specific conditions on a property. Depending on the 
nature of the request, we may bring a conulting engineer 
to provide additional suggestions. Our organizational 
mission combined with an expansive staff and partner 
skillset allows us to provide guidance that incorporates 
environmental preservation and enhancement alongside 
infrastructure protection and safety. This gives residents 
tools to make informed decisions about managing their 
properties in ways that benefit not only themselves but 
the greater community landscapes and waterways that 
are precious to all of us.

bank 
failures & 
landslides

15%
permitting

3%

drainage & 
erosion

30%
roads
28%

fire 
prevention

9%

livetock
4%

managed aquifer 
recharge

2% species & 
habitat 

protection
9%

TYPES OF ASSISTANCE REQUESTED



During the 2018-2019 fiscal year, we surveyed people who 
attended an RCD workshop or received direct assistance. 
The results were used to assess the relevance of the one-
on-one assistance and workshop topics we offer and their 
effectiveness in achieving on-the-ground voluntary conser-
vation actions. Survey participants answered the question 
“Have you implemented any of the actions or recommenda-
tions for fire, roads, erosion and drainage, water conserva-
tion, or septic and well maintenance from the publications, 
workshops or an on-site consultation?” The responses are 
summarized in the table below.

Representative list of number and type of conservation 
actions reported by survey respondents.

Number of 
landowners Type of conservation action taken

11
Enhanced septic and well  
management practices

10
Cleared flammable vegetation around 
home

8 Managed stormwater and reduced erosion

6
Conserved water through rain catchment, 
grey water or drought tolerant landscaping

6 Improved drainage on private roads

4 Pumped septic system

3 Formed road associations

If you are in need of assistance or have suggestions on 
topics that would be of interested to you or your neighbor-
hood, don’t hesitate to reach out to us at 831-464-2950 or 
info@rcdsantacruz.org. 

“These events and resources are very valuable 
for everyone in the community, and they help 
improve safety, quality of life & the quality of 
the environment.”  2019 Workshop Attendee



Improving the Permit Process 
for the Good of the Stream

It’s been 14 years since the RCD permitted its very first 
project through the Santa Cruz Countywide Partners in 
Restoration Permit Coordination Program (PIR). Looking 
back at the program today, it is astonishing what we have 
accomplished since then. The over 100 voluntary conser-
vation projects implemented through this program have 
restored 150 acres of wetland, riparian and upland habitat, 
prevented 35,000 tons of sediment from entering our local 
streams and wildlife habitat, and regained and improved 
30 miles of rearing and spawning habitat for our endemic 
salmon. The innovative program was developed by the 
Resource Conservation District of Santa Cruz County and 
the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS), in 
partnership with Sustainable Conservation, a nonprofit 
environmental organization. It was designed to improve 
water quality, enhance wildlife, and conserve agricultural 
resources through the implementation of small, environ-
mentally beneficial projects, such as stream bank protec-
tion, wetland restoration, culvert repair/replacement, 
erosion control structures, exotic vegetation removal, and 
fish stream habitat improvement projects, primarily on pri-
vate parcels (mostly farm and ranch lands). The program 
provides “one-stop regulatory shopping” for landowners 
interested in implementing voluntary conservation proj-
ects on their lands, thereby removing the time, cost, and 
complexity of individual project review. 

Some of the projects also involve critical infrastructure 
protection for landowners where we work together to 
ensure improvements to the property or operation are 

also conserving and enhancing habitat. In 2018, one of 
the permitted projects replaced two failed undersized 
culverts that provided the only access across a small 
stream to three homes. The new culvert crossings were 
designed to accommodate higher stream flows and pass 
through of larger debris to reduce likelihood of another 
failure. The size and placement of the culvert improved 
fish passage in a stream that is considered critical habitat 
for local steelhead. Building complementary projects is a 



win-win as expressed by Maureen Raytis-Vargas, one of 
the homeowners for this project. 

“Our driveway culvert was destroyed in the massive rains 
of December 2016. We struggled to do the environmental 
permits with another small agency for over 1.5 years! Once 
the RCD and their pre-approved permitting process became 
involved everything started to fall in place. Angie was espe-
cially helpful because we still had a tight deadline to meet 
before the rains. She was very proactive and kept everything 
moving on an appropriate timeline which was the only 
reason we were able to get the culvert replaced before a 
second winter passed. We would not have been able to do it 
without RCD. Thank you!!” Raytis-Vargas has even shared 

her experience with other County residents in hopes that 
they will get help sooner in the process.

As we move into our 15th year we are seeking to expand the 
the program to help more landonwers and looking forward 
to our next 100 projects.

RCD Staff
Kelli Camara

Tangi Chapman
Sharon Corkrean

Lizzy Eichorn
Karl Fieberling

Angie Gruys
Sacha Lozano

Lisa Lurie 
Erin McCarthy

Ari Rettinger
Gerry Spinelli

RCD Directors
Steve Auten
Kelley Bell 
Howard Liebenberg
Mike Manfre
Jim McKenna
Robert Ketley
John Ricker

Board Farewells
Gordon Claassen
Robert Smith

We bid a very fond farewell to two dedicated Directors who retired from the RCD Board this past year – 
Roberta Smith and Gordon Claassen. They served 32 and 8 years on our board, respectively. We are 
immensely grateful for and humbled by their years of service. We welcomed Kelley Bell and Steve Auten to 
our Board, who bring enthusiasm and expertise around agriculture, forestry, and collaborative problem-solving. 



Invest in Local Conservation. Make a Difference Today.
The Resource Conservation District of Santa Cruz County is primarily funded 

by grants and contracts with public entities and non-profit organizations. Your 
tax deductable donation helps to further the mission of the RCD and can be 
targeted toward your area of interest. Donate today by calling 831.464.2950 

or visiting our web site at www.rcdsantacruz.org.

Want to stay connected? Follow us on Facebook and Instagram.

820 BAY AVE, STE 136
CAPITOLA, CA 95010

(831) 464-2950


