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Director’s Message

It is with much gratitude that I share
with you the latest annual report
from the Resource Conservation
District of Santa Cruz County.
Together with you, our partners in
conservation, we have made great strides in caring for the land
and conserving our county’s precious water resources and
unique wildlife while improving the climate resilience of our
community, natural habitats and working lands. In the face

of intense storms, floods and erosion, the RCD visited nearly
300 residents, helping them'assess storm damage on their
properties and providing recommendations on how to care
for impacted lands. We supported our community with winter
preparedness.and improving drainage on rural roads and prop-
erties to reduce sediment pollution in local creeks and protect
water resources. Forward-thinking growers.and landowners
partnered with us'to install managed aquifer recharge basins
that were put'to work collecting and infiltrating stormwater,
turning a flood risk into'aresource for replenishing depleted
groundwater supplies. Our team collaborated with over 100
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community members and partner agencies to get wildfire resil-
ience projects on the ground, like the Summit Road Shaded
Fuel Break which reduces wildfire risk and improves safety of
this eritical evacuation corridor, while promoting oak wood-
land habitat and tackling invasive tree species. We released
the Santa Cruz County Regional Conservation Investment
Strategy, a comprehensive and science-based guidemap for
conserving biodiversity across the county and hit major plan-
ning milestones for recovering central coast coho salmon and
improving coastal resiliency through large scale restoration at
Scott Creek.

The challenges are many, but through partnership and stew-
ardship we can improve the resilience and health of our
environment. And when nature thrives, our communities and
economy thrive. We hope you enjoy learning more about how
we can work together through.the highlights in this report.

With gratitude,
Lisa
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Regional Conservation.Investment Strategy Réleased!

Together with the Santa Cruz County Regional Transportation Commission, the RCD led development of the Santa
Cruz County Regional Conservation Investment Strategy (RCIS), which the California Department of Fish and Wildlife
approved in'April 2023. The RCIS incorporates a wealth of local science, involved broad technical and stakeholder input,
and stands on the shoulders of decades of collaborative conservation planning in our county. It provides a comprehensive
assessment of existing conditions, and outlines science-based goals and priorities to protect Santa Cruz County’s unique

biodiversity and the natural communities that support it. Think of it as.your guidebook for directing conservation efforts
and investments to their highest and best use. Implementation of the RCIS will be reliant on the continued actions of
diverse individuals and entities working across the county; including'many of you. We hope that the RCIS serves as a-valu-
able tool for strategizing, prioritizing, elevating, and advancing our community’s collective conservation work. Read all

aboutit here: https://www.rcdsantacruz.org/rcis
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RCD’s Sacha Lozano Recognized
for Leadership on Climate Change
RCD Senior Program Manager, Sacha Lozano, received the
2022 Climate & Agriculture Leadership Award by California

Climate and Agricultural Networks (CalCAN). The awards
go to individuals who have made outstanding contributions

in their fields to accelerate a transition to a healthy, just and
climate-resilient farming system, and who have also dem-
onstrated the ability to collaborate across disciplines and
approach their work holistically.

“This recognition came as a big surprise,” Lozano said, “and it
gives me great encouragement to continue doing my part in
addressing the challenges of our global climate crisis through
local action and collaboration with farmers. I feel very hon-
ored and motivated.”

Lozano joined the RCD in 2011. Since then, he has been
actively engaged in hands-on collaborative work with local
communities, ag industry leaders, individual producers, non-
profits, academic researchers, and public agencies to advance
environmental stewardship in agriculture along California’s
central coast and beyond. During the past 10+ years managing
multiple ag-related projects, he has cultivated partnerships and
addressed barriers to provide technical assistance, education
and outreach to growers (in English and Spanish), focusing on
soil erosion control, irrigation and nutrient management, soil
health, water quality protection, climate change mitigation,
and carbon farming planning. At the RCD Sacha has found
fertile ground to promote inclusion of historically disadvan-

taged demographic groups and balance multiple perspectives
when addressing complex natural resource conservation
issues. His collaborative work with CalCAN has helped to
advance sustainable agriculture and climate policy.

“Over the past decade Sacha has built trust and partnerships to
support growers in advancing innovative solutions for climate
resilient agriculture, from increasing carbon sequestration in
soils, to conserving limited water supplies,” stated Lisa Lurie,
RCD Executive Director. “This award recognizes his career of
service to our local community, his impact in addressing criti-
cal, statewide priorities for conservation, and his commitment
to improving equity and inclusion in the field.”

“This recognition came as a big surprise, and it
gives me great encouragement to continue doing my
part in addressing the challenges of our global cli-
mate crisis through local action and collaboration
with farmers. I feel very honored and motivated.”

~Sacha Lozano
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Improving Water Quality
with Better Roads

Have you ever thought about the water that runs off the road
leading to your home? Where does that water go? What does it
carry with it? Many roads through the mountainous, rural areas
of our county move large amounts of rainwater and soil into adja-
cent creeks and streams. That increased amount of sediment can

degrade water quality, damaging the streams health and threaten-
ing the fish that need clear, cool water to thrive.

Data has shown that several local water bodies have high amounts
of sediment pollution including the Soquel and Aptos Creeks,
San Lorenzo River, and Watsonville Sloughs watersheds. Poorly
constructed roads and converted logging roads have struggled to
support increased populations and use. Studies show that roads
are the primary source of sediment to waterways from human
land use in Santa Cruz County, and that sediment has the great-
est negative impact on riparian and aquatic ecosystems. Dam-
aged roads can also create havoc for residents and impede local
services. The good news? According to background information
referenced in the Regional Water Quality Control Board Total
Maximum Daily Load report for the San Lorenzo River Water-
shed “improved maintenance of existing roads is likely to prove
one of the most effective means of reducing sedimentation and
persistent turbidity in the San Lorenzo River Watershed.”

For over 20 years the RCD has been working directly with com-
munity members who reside on private roads to improve the
function of their roads and reduce potential for water pollution.

The RCD leverages local dollars to apply for competitive grants
and bring in funding that allows us to provide one-on-one support
to road associations, County Service Areas (CSA), and individual
homeowners. We help identify erosion and drainage problems,
recommend solutions, develop plans, secure permits if needed,
and provide cost-share for the construction of improvements. The
types of private road projects that receive funding include install-
ing or upgrading culverts, improving road drainage, and applying
rock to unpaved roads or culvert outlets to minimize erosion. We
also help fund upgrades around homes to reduce runoff, such as
landscaping with drainage swales, infiltrating runoff onsite, con-
necting large rain catchment systems to existing roof drains, or
streambank and hillside protection measures.

This past year, with funding from
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the California Department of

Water Resources (through an
agreement with the local Regional
Water Management Foundation)
and the US EPA (through the State
Water Board), we were able to
prepare designs and permit road

work for multiple private landown- ’ ’1[’ = 7
ers who will also receive cost-share e
funds f ion. Th . RCD free publication availabe online

nds for construction. lhe projects | ., copy.

included decommissioning an old

logging road, repairing a stream bank that was damaged from
a failing culvert, upgrading over 20 degraded or undersized
culverts, and improving surface drainage on nearly 2 miles of
private roads.

This program is currently funded through 2024 and is still tak-
ing requests from landowners in need of help or those looking
for reimbursements to offset the cost of eligible home drainage
projects . Even simple drainage improvements around your
home and along your road can have a positive impact on infra-
structure, safety, and our local fish!

www.rcdsantacruz.org/rural-roads-program



Moving From Wildfire Recovery
to Wildfire Resilience

Just several weeks before the CZU Lighting Complex Fires, we
hired our first full-time employee dedicated to improving the
long-term resiliency of our local forests. Since then, our forest
health team has grown to three staff to meet the critical work
of building healthy forests through on-the-ground action and
planning. During the last fiscal year, the RCD was awarded
over $835,000 in forest health and wildfire resilience grants
through contracts with CalFire, the Fire Safe Council of Santa
Cruz County, and the County of Santa Cruz. These grants help
with everything from continuing our popular chipping pro-
grams to providing technical assistance to private landowners
to advancing strategies for resilience, such as prescribed fire.

Forest Health Team member Laurel
Bard takes a picture to help identify
a plant, Pyrola aphylla, growing out
of masticated material on the Fall
Creek Truck Trail project.

Matt Abernathy and Angie Rich
7 y (2

With this added capacity, we worked with collaborating land-
owners to implement three forest health projects, totaling 110
acres of work, that are intended to reduce the severity of future
wildfires while enhancing forest conditions. Two of the proj-
ects, the Fall Creek Truck Trail Shaded Fuel Break, in partner-
ship with State Parks, and the Last Chance Road Forest Health
Project with private landowners, took place in the footprint

of the CZU Lightning Complex Fire and combined wildfire
recovery and resilience. On the Fall Creek Truck Trail, small
trees killed by the fire were masticated or put into burn piles

to reduce the potential severity of future fires that might burn
through the site. Larger dead trees that did not present a fall-
ing hazard to the trail were left intact, as they provide wildlife
habitat and are not a high fire risk. On the Last Chance Road
project, ceanothus that had grown along the road was masti-
cated to reduce the potential severity of a future fire. Reduc-
ing fire severity is especially ecologically important in this area,
as following the CZU, new Monterey pine seedlings sprouted
after the species’ near-extirpation from the site due to years of
Douglas fir encroachment.

The final project was the Summit Road Shaded Fuel Break. It
was spearheaded by proactive community efforts of the Santa
Cruz Mountain Alliance who wanted to reduce wildfire



risk and provide a safe evacuation corridor
along Summit Road, a major commuter route
through the Santa Cruz mountains. Over 100
residents came together and partnered with
the RCD who planned, permitted and secured
funding for the work on their properties and
along the road corridor. The project reduced
ladder fuels in the understory up to 100 ft from
Summit Road and also promoted oak wood-
land habitat by removing encroaching Douglas
fir, as well as tackling invasive tree species like
acacia and eucalyptus.

Last year’s RCD chipping program, which
addresses wildfire resilience by working with
individuals to reduce wildfire risk around their
homes, served the largest number of people

in its 15 year history. The Fall and Spring
programs reached over 1155 households and
chipped over 2,379 piles of cleared vegetation
throughout the Santa Cruz Mountains.

Our team also worked closely with the Natu-
ral Resources Conservation Service (NRCS)
to provide technical assistance to forest
landowners that resulted in six of them
receiving financial assistance through federal
funding programs.

This upcoming year, we will continue our forest

health initiatives in partnership with agencies
like California State Parks, the Girl Scouts of
Northern California, Cal Fire and private land-

owners throughout the County.

PREMIER OF "REDUCING WILDFIRE RISK & IMPROVING
WILDLIFE HABITAT IN SANTA CRUZ COUNTY" VIDEO.
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In April 2023, the RCD and Calfironia State Parks released
a video highlighting the wildfire resiliency and habitat
enhancementwork completed along Graham Hill Road over
the past 8 years. This project was a partnership between
the Resource Conservation District of Santa Cruz County,
Cal Fire, California State Parks, Bonny Doon Fire Safe Coun-
cil and private landowners to reduce fire risk and enhance
habitat in Henry Cowell State park and the surrounding
area. We completed nearly 20 acres of shaded fuel break,
invasive acacia removal and habitat enhancement to ben-
efit the at-risk communities of Felton and Scotts Valley and
protect the rare Sandhills habitat. The Graham Hill corri-
dor is the primary evacuation route for more than 23,000
residents in the San Lorenzo Valley. The San Lorenzo River
Watershed, in which this project is located, is the source
of drinking water for approximately 100,000 residents.
Mitigating this fire risk helps maintain the quality of this
important water supply and will help protect the City of
Santa Cruz's drinking water treatment plant (located in
close proximity to the project area). This project highlights
how collaboration can lead to multi-benefit projects across
varying interests for the good of a community.

WATCH % www.rcdsantacruz.org/grahamhill



Reached more than 1K
community members at
over 25 events throughout

Santa Cruz County with
information encouraging

local conservation.

Leveraged county funds to
bring over $4.5 million in
grants and cooperative
agreements from state,
federal and private sources
for natural resources
work our community.

Held two workshops
to help 25 Spanish
speaking growers navigate
state water quality
regulatory compliance on
their farms.

Conducted over 300 site
visits to storm impacted
properties to empower
residents with post-storm
land management &
preparedness tools.

Community Engagement and On-The-Ground Conservation Highlights

Facilitated a storm
recovery webinar
to support community
members impacted by the
2022/2023 storms that was
viewed 449 times.

The RCD participated in a
Pile Burning Workshop
with the Central Coast
Prescribed Burn Assoc.
where 20 participants
learned first-hand options
for managed fire.

Presented on 5oil health
& nutrient management
at four conferences to over
100 growers, academics

& professionals.

Hosted “Living on a Creek,” a
workshop and tour with
Happy Valley Conference

Center & the County of
Santa Cruz attended by over
30 residents who live along

Branciforte Creek.




Expedited multi-agency
permits through the RCD’s
Partners in Restoration Permit
Coordination Program
for 5 high-priority
restoration projects.

Completed chipping of
woody material with
1155 households who
created defensible space
around their structures to
reduce wildfire risk.

Conducted 168 site
visits to provide irrigation
monitoring & technical
assistance directly to 28
growers to improve on farm
water conservation.

Provided rebates to 12
farms who planted 252
acres of winter cover
crops to protect water
quality by reducing

sediment runoff.

Infiltrated over 83 million
gallons of water to help
replenish groundwater supply.
at three managed aquifer
recharge basins that are part
of a partnership with
the RCD, PV Water, UCSC,

and private property owners.

s

Manageda 6 acre
co-composted biochar
trial on an organic farm to
compare effects on crop
and soil variables.

Designed & permitted
improvements for 4 private
roads & 2 streambank
projects that will reduce an
estimated 514 tons/year
of sediment runoffto
protect water quality.

Treated 35 acres of
roadside vegetation along
Summit Road on 100
residential properties to
decrease wildfire risks
along this major corridor.




Assessing damage to a
private road in the Santa
Cruz Mountains 3
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HELPING OUR COMMUNITY INTH
FACE OF NATURAL DISASTERS

After years of drought, the forces that help shape our beautiful
coastal environment (storms, floods, landslides) were excessive
during the now historic winter of 2022,/2023. A succession of
severe atmospheric river storms brought widespread impacts

to residents throughout Santa Cruz County. The damage was

so significant that two federally mandated disaster declarations
were authorized for the region. Thousands of residents were left
with extensive storm related damage, while caught in the middle
of an ongoing, climate-related disaster. With local emergency
resources at full capacity during this time, the Resource Conser-
vation District (RCD), with critical support from the Commu-
nity Foundation of Santa Cruz County and working closely with
the USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS),
stepped up to meet a community in need.

As soon as the severity of damage from the storms became
apparent, the RCD hit the ground running with a live storm
damage webinar early January 2023 “Assessing & Managing
Storm Impacts to Your Property” that was also recorded. We
updated our website with a Natural Disasters Resource page,
providing invaluable disaster related publications and emer-
gency information. Most importantly, the RCD and NRCS
implemented a Storm Damage Technical Assistance Program

and began conducting direct, onsite help at the request of
property owners impacted by the storms. To date we have
completed nearly 300 home visits throughout the county.
Our team provided advice, including assessment and treatment
suggestions on many different types of storm damage impacts,
from erosion and streambank damage to hazard trees and slope
failures. Many of those visited also received a follow-up sum-
mary with site-specific recommendations and related support-
ing publications.

This storm damage response service is truly one of a kind
because it is entirely free, non-regulatory, unbiased, multi-dis-
ciplinary, non-vested (no product or service is being sold), and
there is no required course of action once the visit is completed.
The purpose of these site visits is to empower and connect
people in need to licensed professionals with multi-disciplinary
backgrounds. This helps increase resilience by armoring people
with the right tools and information to go forward with their
decision-making process. The RCD’s goal is to give the commu-
nity a roadmap to help navigate complex disaster circumstances,
various agencies, contractors, and a way to return to normalcy.

In times of state and federal natural disasters, including local
emergencies when our community and natural resources are in
peril, our community and our natural resources need us most.
After a disaster strikes, many do not know who to turn to or
what the best course of action is to take, especially when time
is of the essence. There is often a desperate need or feeling to

“Many thanks to you all for taking the time to
speak with me yesterday. Your guidance was so
helpful, as are these additional resources! We really
appreciate this fabulous service that is available to

community members for free. You do great work!”

~Santa Cruz Mountains Property Owner




High flows along Soquel S
Creek reached homes
along the bank.

do something, anything, which usually leads to temporary fixes
which can make matters worse. Disasters have an unravelling
effect on our society, economy, and environment. In that sense,
prioritizing community needs during disaster situations is prior-

ity one with safety being the highest priority.

Increasing our community resilience to hazard situations is of
utmost importance and has a multitude of trickle-down benefits
from water quality and protecting neighboring properties to
maintaining a robust economy and safeguarding our commu-
nity. While conducting storm damage site visits, we witnessed
dozens of neighbors meeting and working towards solutions

together for the first time. With the new normal of a changing
climate and our county’s history of exposure to natural hazards

and disasters, the need for resilience in the face of disaster has
never been higher. The RCD plays a unique role in this space,
having the ability to pivot between recovery, mitigation, and pre-
paredness. During non-emergencies, we offer year-round on-site
assessments to identify preventative and protective measures
that can be employed to better prepare residents for a disaster
when it does strike. We are here for residents before, during and
after a natural disaster and are ready to help in whatever capacity
we are needed on the lands under your ownership and steward-
ship. The RCD, working with conservation partners such as the
USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service, is committed
to “Helping People Help the Land”.

PROTECTING WATER SUPPLY
ONE STORM AT A TIME

Over the past decade, the RCD has helped design,
permit and construct three managed aquifer recharge
basins on private lands that direct stormwater runoff
to where it can permeate back into the soil and help
replenish depleted groundwater supplies. During
last winter's rainy season 256 acre-feet of water,
or roughly 83.4 million gallons, was put back into
the ground through these basins that were installed
in strategic locations in collaboration with private
landowners. Our partners in Dr. Andy Fisher’s lab at
UCSC monitor the basins to determine how much
rain is infiltrated during the season and report those
amounts to the Pajaro Valley Water Management
Agency. The agency issues a rebate to basin
operators, based on the amount of water infiltrated,
to help offset the costs of basin operations. This
program, called “Recharge Net Metering,” borrows
the net metering concept used by the energy sector
to incentivize home rooftop solar systems in a first-
of-its kind program for promoting replenishment
of groundwater on private lands. In capturing the
excess stormwater that would have otherwise
been sent to the ocean through rivers and creeks,
the basins also trapped unwanted sediments and
reduced peak flows to nearby waterways during
critical times when flooding is more likely to occur.
The infiltrated water will increase groundwater
supplies that will be available later to area farmers
for irrigation and will keep our local agricultural
economy flourishing!
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Collaborative Coastal Resiliency Project
Hits New Milestones

Driving Highway 1 along our coast you may notice a pattern

of pinch points where coastal streams have been channelized

to accommodate short spanned bridges or culverts. This pat-
tern reflects traditional transportation planning that histori-

cally focused first on building infrastructure, then mitigating its
impacts on the environment. But an innovative partnership of
transportation planners and resource conservationists is turning
that planning paradigm on its head in the Scott Creek watershed,
creating a new model for how we can collaboratively plan for and
achieve coastal resiliency in a way that can be transferred up and

down the coast in areas that face similar issues.

Scott Creek is a small coastal watershed north of Davenport
along Highway 1 in northern Santa Cruz County and is among
the most biologically significant watersheds in the Central Coast
region and has been a focal point of research on natural resource
management, hydrology, and fisheries for decades. The natural
function of the watershed has been degraded due to historic
land use changes, most notably from the construction of the

Highway 1 bridge over Scott Creek. The National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Administration has identified replacement of the
bridge and restoration of the Scott Creek lagoon and estu-

ary as the number one priority action for recovering Central
California Coast Coho salmon. Additionally, the bridge is past
its useful life span and the highway corridor is precariously
positioned in relation to projected impacts from sea level rise

and coastal erosion.

A group of diverse partners including the RCD, Caltrans,
Santa Cruz County Regional Transportation Commission, the
County of Santa Cruz, and Cal Poly Swanton Pacific Ranch,
have come together over the last decade to create the Scott
Creek Coastal Resiliency Project to jointly plan, design, fund,
and ultimately replace the aging bridge and restore the estuary.
This partnership is engaging scientists, regulators, funders, and
landowners to first understand what the ecosystem needs to
thrive, and then work together to design an integrated bridge
and ecosystem restoration project to improve resiliency of both
ecosystems and infrastructure. This ambitious effort saw many

exciting developments in fiscal year 22-23.

On October 27,2022, Senator John Laird provided welcoming
remarks to a large group gathered at Cal Poly’s Swanton Pacific
Ranch in Davenport to celebrate a milestone in the Scott
Creek Coastal Resiliency Project - completion of the Caltrans
Project Initiation Document, which is a key step to then move
the project into environmental review. The meeting provided

a venue for the many stakeholders to connect, catalyze asa
group, lay out next steps for advancing the project, achieve a
shared vision, and provide a model for collaborative coastal

resilience planning,

The Caltrans approved $4.5M in funds to complete the next
planning phase of the project, which includes initial bridge
design and engineering and environmental review. In parallel,



the RCD was successful in obtaining
funding from the California Depart-
ment of Fish and Wildlife to com-
plete an assessment of coastal hazards
at Scott Creek—primarily sea level
rise, coastal erosion, and river flood-
ing—to answer remaining technical
questions and allow the project team
and technical advisors to identify

a preferred project design. Lastly,

the RCD was successful in obtain-
ing funding from the State Coastal
Conservancy for the RCD and its
partners to continue engagement in
the project during this next planning
phase, including coordinating the
project technical advisors and provid-

ing permitting and design support.

In addition, the RCD was awarded
a grant from the California Depart-
ment of Conservation to complete
stream and floodplain restoration
planning and design for the lower
reach of Scott Creek within Swan-
ton Pacific Ranch, just upstream
of Highway 1 and the Scott Creek
lagoon. In concert, this project and
the Scott Creek Coastal Resiliency
Project will bring transformative
change for threatened and endan-
gered species and enhance overall
coastal resilience for both natural

and built environments.
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A “Ihis is incredibly useful stuff. Il look through the rest of it and
: work with my contractor to get it done. Thanks for your help!”

~Boulder Creek Resident

“The Resource Conservation District helped fix our severely

rutted road that was impassable during some winter months. It

is it safer, less rutted, passable for ems or fire personnel and its \

also creating less sediment that might impact downstream fish: .
We are so very grateful for their help.”

~Boulder Creek Private Road Resident

“Without all of you there wouldn't beus (small farming
operation owners) ... there wouldn't be dreamers.... there would
only be more farm workers.”

~Small Farm Qwner speaking of the services offered by the collaborative network of RCDs,
California FarmLink, and Kitchen Table Advisors

“Thank you so much for your time and expertise:

We really appreciate the low cost and simple suggestions
for helping us provide a little erosion protection

while letting nature do the heavy lifting”

~Santa Cruz Mountains Resident
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Fiscal Year Financials

Income Sources 2022-2023 Expenses 2022-2023
Interest $21,004 Professional Services & Construction $3,209,490
Local Property Taxes $41,857 Salaries, Taxes, & Benefits $1,364,616
Augmentation Funds Operating Expenses $248,414
Other revenue/grants

Donations

Total $5,486,573** Total $4,822,519*

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

** These numbers are not yet audited

During the last fiscal reporting year, the RCD was able to bring in
$51 per §1 of local County tax revenue received by securing new grants and cooperative
agreements from state, federal and private sources to meet the natural resource needs of our community.

RCD Staff

Matt Abernathy
Laurel Bard

Tangi Chapman
Sharon Corkrean
Alfredo Cortes Jr.
Angie Gruys

Dan Hermstad
Sacha Lozano

Lisa Lurie

Cameron McDonald
Daniel Nylen
Ari Rettinger
Angie Richman

RCD Directors
Kelley Bell

Mike Eaton

Howard Liebenberg
Mike Manfre

Jim McKenna
Robert Ketley

John Ricker

NRCS Local
Partnership Office

Dillon Beatty
Alanna Burhans
Drew Mather
Jennifer Nowark
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RESOURCE

CONSERVATION DISTRICT
OF SANTA CRUZ COUNTY

820 BAYAVE, STE 136
CAPITOLA, CA 95010
(831)464-2950
RCDSANTACRUZ.ORG

Invest in Local Conservation. Make a Difference Today.

donation
831.464.2950
www.rcdsantacruz.org.

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



