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District History and Service Provision 
The Resource Conservation District of Santa Cruz County (RCD or District) has been 
serving the residents of Santa Cruz County since 1942. The RCD’s history is like many 
Resource Conservation Districts in California, established originally as soil conservation 
districts to address declining agriculture output and soil health throughout the west. 
Starting in 1942 the Pajaro Resource Conservation District began operations and the 
Redwood Resource Conservation District formed in 1949. These RCDs assisted the leading 
natural resource uses in the early periods of Santa Cruz County - a burgeoning agriculture 
industry from Soquel to Watsonville and an active timber harvest industry in the Santa Cruz 
Mountains. In 1978 the District was consolidated into one RCD - the Santa Cruz County 
Resource Conservation District (later renamed the Resource Conservation District of Santa 
Cruz County), to serve all the unincorporated areas of the county with a service area of just 
over 260,000 acres. In 1983, the City of Capitola was annexed into the District. The RCD’s 
sphere of influence encompasses the entirety of Santa Cruz County, including all four 
cities, and through strategic partnerships the RCD provides services countywide. 

Services provided by the District have not changed significantly from the 1940’s, however 
services are now provided through application of rigorous science-informed conservation 
outcomes that have been largely shaped by historic investments in environmental 
protection in California. The District continues to provide technical guidance and natural 
resource management expertise to steward land uses such as agriculture, timber 
harvesting, and rural development while also safeguarding and restoring creeks and 
streams, watersheds, forests, and threatened and endangered species.  

The RCD has served a continuous role in addressing natural hazards in Santa Cruz County. 
Technical assistance programs and organizing neighborhoods and landowners around 
resource management issues is an important part of what the RCD does. Natural hazards 
such as floods, fire, earthquakes, drought and heat events are a characteristic of the Santa 
Cruz county landscape. In the future these hazards are likely to become more frequent as a 
result of climate change. The regularity of such events could have impact on the RCD’s 
service provision. For this reason, the 2026-2030 Strategic Plan evaluated the existing 
service model and continues to point to the value of providing these services.  

RCD Governance and Operational Structure 
The RCD operates pursuant to California Public Resources Code Section 9000 et seq. The 
RCD is governed by a 7-member Board of Directors appointed by the Board of Supervisors. 
Associate Directors also serve the organization and are appointed by the RCD Board of 
Directors. The RCD currently has 14 executive, administrative, and program staff. The RCD 
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successfully managed a portfolio of grant funded programs averaging roughly $4.5M in 
annual revenue during the period FY 2020-2024. The RCD has been increasingly successful 
in obtaining state and federal grants and provides contract services for local agencies in 
the county. The RCD receives taxes in the amount of $80,000 annually through a 
combination of property taxes and augmentation funds. This stable, local funding is 
essential and continues to provide baseline funding for RCD operations, which the RCD 
effectively leverages to secure competitive grants to further advance its mission. Over the 
period of 2020-2024 for every $1 of local County tax revenue received, the RCD secured an 
average of $53 from combined state, federal and private sources by procuring new grants 
and cooperative agreements to help meet the natural resource needs of Santa Cruz.  

The primary purpose of California’s RCDs under Section 9001(a) of the Public Resources 
Code is the provision and adoption of conservation practices, including but not limited to 
farm, range, protected conservation lands, the wildland urban interface, wildlife, 
recreation, watershed, water quality and woodlands. RCDs specialize in locally led 
conservation work, implementing on the ground projects, providing technical assistance 
and training, and helping educate the public to steward natural resources in their local 
communities. Service provision and technical assistance for landowners can remain 
confidential.  

The Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) is a federal partner to the RCD 
through a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU). This relationship provides the basis for 
technical expertise and financial support (cost-share programs) from the United States 
Department of Agriculture (USDA) directly to landowners and land managers within the 
RCD’s boundary. The RCD facilitates connections with NRCS and various types of 
assistance.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 4 

Table 1 - Existing RCD Program Areas and Primary Activities - 2025 

PROGRAMS Activity Activity Activity Activity 
Stewardship in 
Agriculture 

Water savings, 
efficiency, and 
recharge 

Nutrient 
Management, 
Erosion Control, 
and Water 
Quality 
Protection 

Soil Health, 
Farmland 
productivity and 
resilience 

On-farm training 
and planning 

Watershed 
Restoration 

Rural residential 
outreach, 
planning and 
assistance 

Integrated 
Watershed 
Restoration 
Program 

Water quality 
protection and 
improvement 

Fish and wildlife 
recovery, habitat 
restoration and 
connectivity 

Forest Health 
and Wildfire 
Resiliency 

Forest 
Management and 
Planning 

Wildland Urban 
Interface (WUI) - 
Community 
wildfire risk 
reduction 

Forest health and 
restoration 
assistance and 
implementation 

 

Regional 
Collaboration 

Regional 
Planning - (ex. 
Regional 
Conservation 
Investment 
Strategy, 
Regional Priority 
Plan) 

Resilience 
Planning and 
Coordination 

Project 
Permitting and 
Coordination 

Regional fund 
development and 
administration 
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2026 - 2030 Strategic Plan Development Process 

Introduction 
Strategic planning has been a regular practice of the RCD with recent plans covering the 
periods 2014-2017 and 2020 - 2024. These plans have provided guidance for thoughtful 
programmatic growth of the RCD and positioned the RCD into a leading organization for 
environmental protection and management in Santa Cruz County.  

RCD is a Strong Institutional Partner 

During the decade from 2014-2024, the Santa Cruz RCD became an influential leader 
working at the regional and state levels to gain better alignment for funding for RCDs in 
state propositions, align RCD capabilities with state priorities, and elevate strategic 
successes in the Central Coast with partner RCDs in San Mateo, Monterey, and San Benito.  
Engagement with state and federal partners also increased during this period with 
successes realized through the Integrated Watershed Restoration Program working with 
partners at NOAA Fisheries, California Department of Fish and Wildlife, Coastal 
Conservancy, the US Fish and Wildlife Service among others, and Endangered Species 
Recovery projects with US Fish and Wildlife. Active participation in a statewide climate and 
agriculture network (CalCAN) and strengthening partnership with the State Department of 
Food and Agriculture (CDFA) during this period contributed to the successful development 
and implementation of an umbrella of state funded programs supporting climate-smart 
agriculture, water and energy use efficiency and soil health.  

Local water agency partnerships grew significantly during this period with an increasing 
relationship with Pajaro Valley Water Management Agency in implementing the Pajaro 
Valley Water Conservation Program and Managed Aquifer Recharge projects combined 
with the Recharge Net Metering Program improving groundwater conditions in the Pajaro 
Valley, one of the state’s most important agricultural regions. The RCD also contributed to 
and benefited from the Integrated Regional Water Management Programs for both Santa 
Cruz County and the Pajaro River watershed. 

Finally, following the CZU Complex Fire in 2020 and the 2023 storm events, the RCD 
became the go to technical advisor for hundreds of community members and a trusted 
partner with county fire chiefs and emergency response agencies. The RCD’s involvement 
with Santa Cruz County on the Multi-Jurisdictional Hazard Mitigation Plan update in 2025 
further solidifies the RCD’s contributions to keeping Santa Cruz’s communities safe and 
the natural environment protected.  
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As this Strategic Plan process began, a citizen’s initiative involving the RCD and numerous 
partners throughout the County, achieved 60.2% voter approval of Measure Q, the Santa 
Cruz County Safe Drinking Water, Clean Beaches, Wildfire Risk Reduction, and Wildlife 
Protection Initiative, which created a new era of local investment in land stewardship and 
climate resilience. Starting in FY 25-26 the RCD will receive roughly 10% of funds generated 
annually by Measure Q, which will provide critical stable funding that the RCD will leverage 
and direct to eligible activities that advance land stewardship, wildfire resilience, habitat 
protection, and water quality improvements. 

Strategic Planning Process 
The RCD engaged Conservation Collaborative and Principal Donna Meyers to complete the 
2026-2030 Strategic Plan. The process involved completion of a Situational Analysis for the 
RCD and an all-day Strategic Planning retreat with the RCD Board of Directors and staff.  
The Situational Analysis is attached as Appendix A to this plan.  

The Situational Analysis was informed by: 

• A detailed review of the goals, strategies and potential outcomes in the 2020 - 2024 
Strategic Direction Plan 

• An executive and leadership team session on May 19, 2025 
• (8) stakeholder and partner interviews with selected entities representing program 

areas (See Appendix 1 for list of those interviewed) 
• A staff survey that provided feedback on accomplishments related to the 2020-2024 

Strategic Direction Plan (focused on 2022-2024 reporting); identification of existing 
program areas and services that are situated for future growth; identification of new 
and emerging needs and declining needs for services; and new partnerships and 
opportunities for development 

• Consultant review of programs, projects, reports, planning documents, select 
recorded Board meetings, and the RCD website. 
 

The Situational Analysis revealed critical attributes of the RCD that guided the Strategic 
Plan retreat and assessment of organizational health and impact. In summarizing the 
outputs of the stakeholder and partner interviews of the RCD, interviewees recognized the 
RCD’s strength in program delivery, grant success and administration, provision of expert 
and technical staff, trusted relationships, longevity of implementing programs and 
projects, and its pedigree of natural resource work that is critical to evaluating impacts and 
metrics of condition improvement for species, water savings, and agriculture sustainability. 
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Strategic Plan Foundation - Mission, Vision and Values  
The Strategic Plan is developed from the Mission, Vision and Values of the RCD. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Organizational Goals 
The Strategic Plan period of 2026-2030 will benefit from organizational goals that recognize 
targeted areas of growth and impact for the RCD. These include increasing leadership 
capabilities, targeting impact, modernizing the organization and reinvesting in 
communications, and prioritizing resource management outcomes.  

Goal #1 - The RCD will center its impact to sustain, enhance, and restore agriculture, 
rangelands, watersheds, and coastal habitats for the many benefits they provide to the 
human, ecosystem, and economic health of the County.  

Goal #2 - The RCD will expand its leadership role in Santa Cruz County in partnership with 
community members and partner organizations to address the most pressing landscape 
management needs in the face of climate change. 

Goal #3 - The RCD will modernize and invest in new tools and communications to 
elevate and advance natural resource management priorities and RCD impact. 

  

Mission  

Our mission is to inspire and assist the people and communities of Santa Cruz 
County to protect, conserve and restore our natural resources. 

Vision  

We envision our county as a place where natural resources and the communities 
and economies that depend upon them are thriving and resilient. 

Values  

Trust 

Collaboration 

Diversity 

Making a Difference 
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Goal #4 - The RCD will secure and manage diverse, durable funding to achieve priority 
stewardship and resource management outcomes in Santa Cruz County. 

Organizing Commitment and Plan Framework for Implementation 

Strategic Plan Organizing Commitment:  
From 2026 -2030 the RCD will continue to lead our community in 
stewarding the landscape of Santa Cruz County to ensure healthy 
and resilient land, water, wildlife, and communities. Successful 
implementation will require thriving partnerships and a 
modernized, efficient, and focused RCD. 

Plan Framework - Pillars to Strategy to Action 
The Strategic Plan utilizes organizing pillars to provide structure to conservation 
strategies and actions that the RCD will implement from 2026-2030. Each of the five 
pillars is described by a broad convening statement and a definition to provide clarity of 
intent. Each pillar has a set of strategies and actions defined. The relationship between 
strategies and actions is as follows: 

• Strategies describe outcomes the RCD is pursuing from 2026 - 2030.  
• Actions are operational and will be implemented to achieve strategies. Actions are 

noted as an “existing program or project”, a “new program or project”, or an 
“expanding program or project”. 

• Actions will be further translated into specific activities through development of 
annual work plans, and will guide impact reporting.   

The organizing pillars for the Strategic Plan are as follows: 

♦ Healthy Lands 
♦ Clean and Abundant Water  
♦ Thriving Wildlife 
♦ Resilient, Safe Communities 
♦ Organizational Excellence 
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Pillar 1. Healthy Lands – Together we steward and support healthy lands 
across Santa Cruz County 
Definition: Healthy Lands are defined by landscapes that support thriving economies, 
functioning ecosystems, and human connection and wellbeing. Healthy lands are 
stewarded to be resilient to the impacts of climate change and secure land-based 
economies into the future.  

Strategy 1 - Agriculture and working lands are maintained as a sustainable land use 
(economic activity) and a local source of food production in Santa Cruz County 

Action 1 - Maintain and expand on-farm technical assistance and conservation 
planning related to water, soil, carbon, and nutrient management (existing) 

Action 2 – Develop financial incentives and equipment loan programs to advance 
activities on private lands for public benefit (expanding) 

Action 3 - Investigate crop adaptation incentives (new) 

Action 4 - Define and promote multi-benefit outcomes for agriculture and working 
lands (existing) 

Action 5 - Develop RCD role in advancing regional food systems and frame “food” as 
natural resource (new) 

Action 6 – Participate in regional and statewide coordinated efforts to advance 
sustainable agriculture, soil health, and climate change mitigation on farms 
(expanding) 

Strategy 2 - Watershed lands are restored to provide critical habitat and ecosystem 
processes 

Action 1 - Maintain and strengthen the Integrated Watershed Restoration Program 
(existing) 

Action 2 – Advance and support implementation of the Regional Conservation 
Investment Strategy (existing) 

Action 3 - Lead and utilize efficient permit mechanisms for restoration and land 
management (existing) 

 

 



 10 

Strategy 3 - Forests are pro-actively managed, diverse, resilient, and providing 
services 

Action 1 -Continue conservation and forest management planning and 
implementation (existing) 

Action 2 - Implement Santa Cruz Mountains Regional Priority Plan (new) 

Action 3 - Support Prescribed and Cultural Burning practices and partnerships (new) 

Action 4 - Explore creation of Landscape Resilience Consortium for planning and 
recovery (new) 

Action 5 - Develop landowner incentives that encourage active stewardship of 
forested land and foster long-term commitment to maintaining healthy forest 
conditions (new) 

Strategy 4 - Communities engage in stewardship and learning to maintain connection 
to the land 

Action 1 - Provide engagement opportunities in stewardship and learning (existing) 

Action 2 - Develop incentives and tools to maintain stewardship engagement by 
property owners and land users (new) 

Action 3- Support Indigenous land management and partnerships (new) 

Action 4 - Continue creating demonstration learning sites to engage community in 
stewardship actions (existing) 
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Pillar 2. Clean and Abundant Water – Together we ensure clean and abundant 
water for all 
Definition: Clean and Abundant Water for All is defined by sustainable surface and 
groundwater supplies supporting ecosystem integrity and human activities, reduction of 
water contaminants, water conservation, and a community that appreciates water as life. 

Strategy 1 - Groundwater sustainability is advanced in the Pajaro Valley and other 
critically over drafted basins  

Action 1 – Continue and expand water conservation and Irrigation Efficiency 
Program (existing) 

Action 2 – Continue and expand Managed Aquifer Recharge and Recharge Net 
Metering Program (existing) 

Action 3 - Expand types of Managed Aquifer Recharge projects on the landscape 
(new) 

Action 4 – Pursue opportunities to integrate soil management practices with 
water conservation and sustainability goals (expanding) 

Strategy 2 - Surface and ground water programs support water quality and water 
conservation 

Action 1 - Continue outreach to Slow It, Spread It, Sink It (existing) 

Action 2 - Continue Technical Assistance Programs to address stormwater 
impacts to anadromous fish streams (existing) 

Action 3 – Explore initiation of an Instream Flow Program for targeted watersheds 
(new) 

Action 4 – Continue technical assistance programs to reduce soil erosion, 
sediment runoff and nitrogen leaching on agricultural lands (existing) 

Strategy 3 - Communication programs and demonstration projects activate 
community awareness in achieving water conservation and stewardship 

Action 1 - Develop new communications and outreach programs to achieve 
water awareness (new) 

Action 2 - Implement learning sites such as rain gardens and treatment wetlands 
(expanding) 
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Pillar 3 Thriving Wildlife – Together we care for and improve habitat to support 
a diversity of life 

• Definition: Thriving Wildlife is defined by functional, connected habitats across public 
and private lands, active restoration, and a community that appreciates and sees their 
role in caring for the unique habitats and biodiversity in Santa Cruz County. 

Strategy 1 - Native species and habitats are enhanced, created, and connected   

Action 1 - Continue species recovery efforts and support advancement of the 
Regional Conservation Investment Strategy (existing) 

Action 2 - Continue training and implementation of pollinator plantings and habitat 
(existing) 

Action 3 - Identify habitat connectivity objectives and desired outcomes on private 
and public lands (new) 

Action 4 - Deepen regional partnerships and planning with agencies and land trusts 
(expanding) 

Strategy 2 - Foster community awareness and engagement in conserving our unique 
habitats and biodiversity 

Action 1 – Develop communications, best management practices, and 
demonstrations of wildlife friendly practices for homeowners and growers (existing) 

Action 2 - Develop community engagement events with partners in habitat and 
biodiversity conservation and education (new) 
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Pillar 4. Resilient, Safe Communities – Together we make our communities 
safe and resilient to natural hazards and climate change through land 
stewardship 
Definition: Resilient, Safe Communities are defined by robust public engagement and 
education about vulnerabilities, risk assessment and adaptability of landscapes, habitats, 
and watersheds. This awareness and active land stewardship alleviates risk from natural 
disasters and climate change. 

Strategy 1 - Advance implementation of the Santa Cruz County Multi-Jurisdictional 
Hazard Mitigation Plan   

Action 1 - Develop prioritization of RCD activities related to the RCD Hazard 
Mitigation Action Plan (new) 

Action 2 - Integrate climate projections and new data into conservation planning 
(new) 

Strategy 2 - Inform rural residents about risks of fire, flood, drought, and activate land 
stewardship that lends to risk reduction 

Action 1 - Define and develop a Community Resilience Program approach (i.e, 
education, outreach, community planning, technical assistance, incentives) (new) 

Action 2 - Expand Living on Rural Properties Program to include realtor 
communication products for new residents, neighborhood convenings and 
trainings, demonstrations (expanding) 

Strategy 3 - Collaborate with Santa Cruz County fire and emergency response 
agencies on advanced risk reduction for wildfire and emergency response 

Action 1 – Expand and diversify services for defensible space creation (expanding 
and new) 

Action 2 - Assess new county-wide role for RCD to meet community needs for 
wildfire resilience (new) 

Action 3 - Participate in regional collaboratives to understand and address risk 
mitigation (new and existing) 

Strategy 4 - Support our community in natural disaster resilience and recovery 

Action 1 - Engage in inter-agency planning, coordination and communication (new 
and existing) 
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Action 2 - Develop and maintain RCD capacity readiness for post-disaster technical 
assistance and outreach (new) 

Action 3 – Partner in exploring incentives for voluntary repurposing and restoration of 
high risk/vulnerable lands (new) 
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Pillar 5. Organizational Excellence – We will modernize our operations and 
culture for effectiveness, efficiency, sustainability, and well being 
Definition: A resilient, excellent RCD achieves its mission through modernization and 
investment within its staff, administrative and operational systems, and commits to 
internal leadership development, equity, and opportunity.  

Strategy 1 - Secure and manage sufficient, durable funding to achieve our mission 

Action 1 - Develop and implement 5-year spending plan for Measure Q related to 
Measure Q priorities and priorities identified in this strategic plan  

Action 2 - Engage in collaboratives to develop regional durable funding for 
stewardship  

Action 3 - Expand diverse, sustainable funding streams including block grants, inter-
agency agreements, and administration of local incentives  

Action 4 - Create and manage a financial reserve  

Action 5 - Critically evaluate and pursue funding in alignment with strategic 
priorities, capacity, and full cost recovery  

Strategy 2 - Enhance communications and ability to evaluate and report on impacts 

Action 1 - Scope new Communications Plan with emphasis on engagement to 
support programs and to further build awareness about the RCD  

Action 2 - Engage in regional discussion with Measure Q partners regarding impact 
metrics, including data needs and outputs for annual reporting  

Action 3 - Strengthen internal annual evaluation process to assess program 
effectiveness and impact  

Strategy 3 - Align staff capacity and expertise through work planning to identify leads, 
roles, improved efficiencies, and healthy workload distribution  

Action 1 - Implement annual process for work plan development and adoption with 
organizational budget and to inform an iterative process of strategic planning  

Action 2 – Identify staffing and capacity needs for 5-year period of Strategic Plan  

Action 3 - Invest in new project management software for task tracking, budgeting 
and communications to improve staff project and program management  
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Action 4 - Explore systems for efficiencies in procurement and Human Resources 
support  

Strategy 5 - Staff and organization benefit from practices and a culture that supports 
professional growth and well being 

Action 1 - Develop annual professional development plans and training needs and 
prioritize their implementation  

Action 2 - Provide cross trainings and facilitate internal collaboration and 
mentorship  

Action 3 - Gather with intention to connect and celebrate  

Action 4 - Maintain and expand practices that support staff retention and well being  

Strategy 6 - Succession Planning is an important and elevated practice within the RCD 

Action 1 - Develop succession planning process for the Board and Executive Staff  

Action 2 - Capture and transfer institutional knowledge and relationships  

Strategy 7 - Our partnerships, programs, staff, and board represent and work in service 
to all of our community 

Action 1 - Foster relationships with Tribal leadership to further understanding of 
needs, areas of partnership, and practices for Indigenous land stewardship in Santa 
Cruz County  

Action 2 - Prioritize relationship building and listening to the diverse needs of our 
community to identify areas of focus for achieving greater access, service, and 
opportunity with program delivery  

Action 3 - Support recruitment, leadership/workforce development, and capacity 
building such that our staff and board reflect the diversity of our community and 
have the skills and resources to work in service to all  
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