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A mamdage
made in mud
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IS IT REALLY NECESSARY to put
people out of work to protect our
environment? Must we sacrifice
natural resources and wildlife for the
sake of jobs and industry? A major
marsh restoration project now under
way on San Francisco Bay shows that
such a choice need not be made.

This pioneering project was made possible by a diverse coalition
that has united environmentalists, industries, labor leaders, govern-
ment agencies, and elected officials. It demonstrates how economic
and environmental needs can be integrated, with benefits all
around and no losses; and how a unique political coalition can form
around a creative solution.

Sound too good to be true? No such coalition was envisioned at
the project’s inception. It was accomplished by means of innovative
thinking and a diligent effort to understand and accommodate the
needs of all whose interests were involved. :

The Sonoma Baylands Tidal Marsh Restoration project, devel-
oped by the California State Coastal Conservancy and the Sonoma
Land Trust, will restore a hayfield to its historic condition as a tidal
wetland and use more than 2.5 million cubic yards of clean dredged
material in the process. This dredged material will come from the
Port of Oakland, allowing the deepening of channels to accommo-
date larger container ships. San Francisco Bay will gain a 322-acre
tidal wetland designed especially to aid two endangered species,
The new marsh will provide habitat for this black-necked stilt and the salt marsh harvest mouse and the California clapper rail. The
many other birds. port and the region will benefit by increased economic activity.
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The seed: 4 Good idea

THE SONOMA BAYLANDS project began in
1988 as a wetland and open space preservation
project. The nonprofit Sonoma Land Trust had
negotiated a purchase option for a large hay
ranch near the mouth of the Petaluma River
and had approached the Coastal Conservancy
for funding to acquire the property. The Land
Trust seeks to protect agricultural and environ-
mentally sensitive lands in a rapidly urbaniz-
ing county by outright purchase or acquisition
of conservation easements. The Conservancy
undertakes projects toward these same purpos-
es, as well as for public access. Prior to acquir-
ing the property, the Conservancy and the
Land Trust prepared a resource enhancement
plan to identify natural values and the possibil-
ities for their restoration.

Like much of the north bay shoreline, the
hay ranch had once been a tidal wetland, part
of the vast, productive marshlands that bor-
dered San Francisco Bay. About 90 percent of
these historical tidal marshes have been diked
and drained for agriculture or filled for urban
development. Some have been permanently
lost. Others could become wetlands again.

The enhancement plan found that the prop-
erty’s southern 322 acres, which adjoin the bay,
were suitable for restoration as mudflats and
salt marsh. The mudflats would feed numerous
bird and fish species, and the salt marsh could
help the salt marsh harvest mouse and Califor-
nia clapper rail to survive.

PORT OF OAKLAND

Port of Oakland waterfront,
with downtown Oakland in
the background. Because the
port will now be able to
deepen a channel to accom-
modate large container
ships, a job increase of up to
2,200 is expected. The Corps
of Engineers has projected a
total of $135 million in eco-
nomic benefits.
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Remaining Tidal Wetlands

Clean dredged materials from the Port of Oakland will be barged
25 miles to expedite the largest marsh restoration project ever
undertaken on San Francisco Bay.
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petween the verdant marsh on 1ts bayward side
and the hayfield to the north, we decided to
take a chance. We would try working with the
Corps and the ports to use dredged material,
but remain ready to abandon this idea if the
project veered away from its original intent.

In 1990 we convinced our superiors and the
Coastal Conservancy board of the logic of our
arguments. The Conservancy approved the en-
hancement plan, authorized $1.5 million to the
Sonoma Land Trust to purchase the entire 830-
acre ranch, and provided $250,000 for a design
plan for the southern piece of the property. To-
gether, the Conservancy and the Land Trust as-
sembled a multidisciplinary team consisting of
wetland ecologist Ted Winfield, tidal hydrolo-
gists Philip Williams and Joan Florsheim, and
Rick Olejniczak from Gahagan and Bryant As-
sociates, a dredged material engineering firm.
This team began a detailed engineering and bi-
ological design for the marsh. It studied not
only the site’s physical conditions, but also the
outcome of earlier wetland projects in the bay
(see pp. 19 to 27).

California clapper rail

had proposed to dump the mud back into the
bay near Alcatraz Island, as it had been doing
for years. It had also proposed disposal in the
ocean, near Half Moon Bay. Both proposals
had evoked angry opposition from commercial
and sport fisherman, environmentalists, and
even bay swimmers. The Half Moon Bay Fish-
ermen’s Association won a court battle to pro-
tect its productive fishing grounds. By 1989 all
sides in the conflict were embittered and angry,
and no solution was in sight. Even before our
design plan for the Baylands was completed,
the Corps and the port began to inquire about
our idea of using dredged materials to restore a
marsh.
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