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Salt marsh harvest mouse

Couservancy Funding
Was Vital

E MEET at the construction trailer, put on

hard hats as required, get into the Corps of
Engineers jeep, and ride up and along a levee to
view the work under way. The tidal marsh restora-
tion project is a giant excavation and construction
site that extends from the edge of the bayside pick-
leweed marsh north about a half mile toward High-
way 37, and well over a mile eastward from Port
Sonoma-Marin, a marina on the Petaluma River,
toward Lakeville Road. Over two miles of new lev-
ees have been built. Soon mud dredged from the
Petaluma River and Oakland Harbor will be pour-
ing in from pipes that will be placed on the levees.
In the distance, giant bulldozers are shaping the
foundations of the new marsh.

We stop above a weir, on a levee that separates

the restoration site from

We walk down the levee to the foot of one of the
poles that have been installed for measuring the
height of the dredged material as it is placed in the
site. The top of the pole is pointed, to keep hawks
and other raptors from perching and hunting en-
dangered salt marsh harvest mice and clapper rails.

c&o: We don't actually know that there are salt
marsh harvest mice in that marsh between here and
the bay. Have any clapper rails been seen?

sMm: There are clapper rails using marsh chan-
nels near the levee. We delayed construction
near those areas until after the nesting season.

We look out across the excavation, imagining the
future marsh, filled with birds.

sm: I think the toughest part of this project is
the patience that will be required for about ten
years after tidal action is restored, while the
marsh is becoming established.

C&0: Can you foresee this type of project
recurring?

the natural marsh that
formed during the past
century, after the Bay-
lands were diked and
drained. Water is seep-
ing in through the weir.
It will pour in and this
enormous construction
site will again begin to
turn into a marsh.

c&o: Is this typical
work for the Corps?

sm: The Corps right
now is very interested
in this type of project
because the current
administration is try-
ing to promote pro-
jects that have both
environmental and
economic benefits.

| Thatactually started
before the change of
Presidential adminis-
trations, but it’s been

SCOTT MINER: Yes, as
far as the type of con-
struction—earth work,
levee construction, ex-
cavation, and move-
ment of dredged material. But it’s very
unusual in that it’s not mitigation for a project
with some other purpose and its not restoring
an area that was previously affected by a
Corps project. It's one of the first Corps pro-
jects where habitat restoration is the central
purpose.

c&o: This fact gives you personal satisfaction?
sM: It's the type of project I've looked forward
to for 16 years with the Corps of Engineers.
I'm an ecologist by profession, with no engi-
neering background at all. T have a graduate
degree in wildlife management.

Scott Miner
Project manager for Sonoma Baylands
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers

greatly accelerated.
There is a lot of poten-
tial for more such pro-
jects. Right now the
main constraint on the
Corps is the lack of nonfederal sponsors who
are willing to provide funding. Federal policy
is that 25 percent has to come from nonfederal
sources.

Initially the Coastal Conservancy had the
idea that the Corps and the ports would pay
for the whole project and reimburse the Con-
servancy for its planning costs. What allowed
the project to go ahead was the Conservancy’s
decision to participate financially.

C&0: The Conservancy certainly expects to do
more projects like this. But to do so it will need new
sources of funding.
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Mud flat crab

The port’s 38-foot
project could only
have gone forward on
a trust relationship.
People had to rely on
each other’s word
because there was
no way to make a
formal deal.

SUCCESS

A Handshake Agreement
Was Basic

c&0: What would the Port of Oakland have done
about its dredge-disposal crisis if the Sonoma Bay-
lands project had not materialized?

JiM MCGRATH: The material would have gone
to a deep sea site and the borrow pit off Oak-
land Airport and Bay Farm Island in Alameda.
But dredging would probably have been tied
up for years in litigation.

Let me give kudos to three people: first, to
Laurel Marcus, not just for her hard work but
for her vision. She looked at the North Bay
hayfields and realized there could be marsh
and open space and habitat between the Napa
River and the Petaluma

sive federal water policy reform] and the envi-
ronmentalists made a handshake agreement
not to litigate the deepening of the port’s inner
harbor channel to 38 feet, with disposal off
Alcatraz, on condition that the Alcatraz site
would not be used for the 42-foot project.
Barry Nelson, working out of Congresswoman
Nancy Pelosi’s office, wrote authorization for
the Sonoma Baylands into both the Water Re-
sources Development Act and the Miller-
Bradley bill.

The port’s 38-foot project could only have
gone forward on a trust relationship. People
had to rely on each other’s word because there
was no way to make a formal deal. When that
worked, everybody looked back and said:
“We can trust each other a little bit. And, more
importantly, in trusting each other a little bit

River. To have that vi-
sion, to go for it against
tremendous odds is a
rare talent. The other
two heroes of this are
Laura King of NRDC
[Natural Resources De-
fense Council] who orig-
inally suggested what
ended up being the po-
litical coalition responsi-
ble for making this
project possible, and
Barry Nelson of Save San Francisco Bay, who
managed the legislative efforts that directed it.

One of the keys to this, in addition to the vi-
sion, was putting together and testing out a
political coalition of environmental groups
and industry. One very large part of that was
the organization of the industry into the Bay
Dredging Action Coalition; the other was the
outreach effort by environmental organiza-
tions. Barry Nelson worked very hard on the
negotiations, as did Dave Nesmith with the
Sierra Club.

The third key was the legislative process. In
1992, APL [American President Lines] went to
Congressman Dellums and said: “We can’t
wait.” Environmental groups realized that the
port’s political power was greater than its fi-
nances and decided to cooperate. Laura King
suggested that the port join a coalition to sup-
port reform of water policy. The port agreed to
back the Miller-Bradley bill [for comprehen-

Jim McGrath
Environmental Manager, Port of Oakland

we can come out with
the environment as a
| whole enhanced, even
considering the envi-
ronmental effects of
dredging.”
|  And that coalition
held—an unlikely
coalition. Save the Bay
accomplished 100 per-
cent of its water policy
reform goal and the
port’s clout helped. So
you have three pieces:
Support for the Miller-Bradley bill, a hand-
shake agreement that Alcatraz would not be
used again for the 42-foot project, and the po-
litical muscle to do the Sonoma Baylands.
Another very important factor—and again
the Conservancy’s efforts deserve a lot of cred-
it—is the fact that it wasn’t tremendously
more expensive.

Cc&0: Was the port losing business because of its
inability to dredge its channels?

jM: The completion of the 38-foot project start-
ed an upturn for the port and that’s continued.
Even though we didn’t have the depth we
needed, the shipping lines were confident that
it was going to be there in 1995-96. The Port of
Oakland wasn’t embattled anymore.

c&o: The Sonoma Baylands will only take clean
dredged materials, and only a portion of these.
What about the rest of the 6.6 million cubic yards

you need to dredge? (continued on p. 12)

10 CALIFORNIA COAST & OCEAN






















