Desiguing the Sonoma
Baylands Project
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THE SONOMA BAYLANDS
project embodies the first
large “second generation”
design for a marsh
restoration project on

San Francisco Bay.

This design approach was developed in light of
experience and data gained from earlier, “first
generation” projects. The project is important
in its own right, because it restores 322 acres of
tidal marsh habitat to the bay. In addition,
however, its pioneering design approach

will refine earlier lessons and help to guide
even larger restoration efforts anticipated on
this estuary.

Like much of the vast area of tidal marsh that
was diked and filled for agriculture on the mar-
gins of San Francisco Bay in the last century,
the Sonoma Baylands site had subsided five to
six feet—well below Mean Tide Level and well
below the level at which marsh vegetation can
survive. At first glance the solution seemed
simple: just fill the site with dredged material
back up to the level of the original marshplain,
which is about the level of the tide at Mean
Higher High Water (MHHW), then breach the
levee and walk away.

In fact, this was the very approach used in
the first restoration projects on San Francisco
Bay about 20 years ago. At Pond 3 in Hayward
(in 1975) and at Muzzi Marsh in Corte Madera
(in 1976) (see sidebars, p. 24), dredged material
was pumped onto the site, and, after the sur-
plus water was decanted, tidal action was rein-
troduced by breaching the levee. Some major
tidal channels were excavated by bulldozers,
and some experimental plantings of cordgrass
were carried out.

Now if you go out and look at these sites, at
first glance they seem fine—they all are covered

with salt marsh vegetation, mainly pickleweed.
But a decade ago, these marshes looked differ-
ent, and were the subject of intense controversy
among academic researchers who disagreed on
whether their restoration was a “success.” One
of the problems cited was that on portions of
the sites dredge material had been placed at too
high an elevation and remained sparsely vege-
tated for a long time. Now it is clear that if we
were to use these projects as a model for Sono-
ma Baylands we would have to answer a key
question: Twenty years later, how similar are
these two sites to natural tidal salt marshes?
The design team for the Sonoma Baylands,
seeking to learn from these early restoration at-
tempts, was fortunate. The physical evolution
(geomorphic and hydrologic) and performance
of several restored marshes—including Muzzi
Marsh—had been monitored for the past eight
years. Much of this work was sponsored by
Save San Francisco Bay Association, supported
initially by the San Francisco Foundation, later
by the Marin Community Foundation, Marin
Audubon Society, and King & Lyons, a
development firm. These nongovernmental
organizations recognized that, unfortunately,
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governmental agencies were not funding the
kind of monitoring that would allow others to
learn from early restoration projects. They
stepped in to meet the need.

Building ou early work

THANKS TO THE INVOLVEMENT of a number
of individuals and institutions in the Bay Area
who have developed a long-term interest in the
success of marsh restoration efforts, we were

able to locate original surveys of “first genera-
tion” tidal marsh restoration projects. For ex-
ample, Tom Wakeman, of the U.S. Army Corps
of Engineers, had worked on the Corps’ Pond 3
restoration project in 1975. With the help of
Wakeman and Scott Miner at the Corps, the de-
sign team located the early surveys from what
was the first post-project monitoring of a
restoration project, back in 1976. With these, we
were able to go to Pond 3 to resurvey exactly
the same transects in 1991 to help us under-
stand what had happened and guide the ratio-

The natural tidal channels at the
marsh in China Camp State Park,
in Marin County, provide a model
for restoration projects on San
Francisco Bay.
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