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In September 2008, the National Marine Fisheries Service issued their         
Russian River Biological Opinion for the impacts of the Sonoma County Water 
Agencyôs operational activities on threatened and endangered fish in the      
Russian River watershed. The Biological Opinion represents a 15-year plan to 
implement fish habitat improvements throughout the watershed to mitigate 
these impacts. Restoration activities under the Biological Opinion include 
changes in the flow regime of Dry Creek, fish habitat improvements throughout 
the Dry Creek watershed, and new approaches to Russian River estuary man-
agement in Jenner. 

Sotoyome RCD staff will be working with local landowners on Grape Creek, 
tributary to Dry Creek, to implement the first of the recommended fish habitat 
improvements listed in the Biological Opinion for the Dry Creek area. Working 
with local landowners and contractors, the Sotoyome RCD will install large 
woody debris structures, repair failing banks, and establish native vegetation 
along select reaches of Grape Creek. Starting in July 2009, 15 log and boulder 
structures will be installed in the creek channel and along the stream banks of 
Grape Creek to mimic the natural processes that occur when trees fall into 
creeks and create complex refuge areas for fish. In addition to providing shelter 
to salmon and steelhead, these structures will help develop deep pools which 
act as cool water sanctuaries over hot summer months.  

Additionally, stream banks that have become steeply incised will be repaired to 
keep them from contributing sediment to Grape Creek. These vertical banks will 
be regraded to a gentler slope and revegetated with native riparian plants. 
These newly regraded banks will be less prone to erosion and will create a 
more stable area for agricultural operations. The new vegetation will contribute 
to slope stability and will create streamside canopy to keep water temperatures 
cool for fish.  

For more information on habitat enhancement projects in Grape Creek Water-
shed, please contact Greg Fisher at 569-1448 ext. 105. 

 

 

 

 

 
R

e
s
o

u
rc

e
 C

o
n

s
e

rv
a

ti
o

n
 N

e
w

s
 

S
O

T
O

Y
O

M
E

 
R

E
S

O
U

R
C

E
 

C
O

N
S

E
R

V
A

T
I

O
N

 
D

I
S

T
R

I
C

T
 

Volume 3, Issue 1 

Summer/Fall 2009  

S O T O Y O M E  R E S O U R C E  

C O N S E R V A T I O N  D I S T R I C T 

Grape Creek Fish Habitat Improvement Projects  



 

Conservation News Page 2 

Sotoyome Resource  

Conservation District 

2150 West College Avenue 

Santa Rosa, CA  95401 

Phone: (707) 569-1448 

www.sotoyomercd.org 

info@sotoyomercd.org  

 

Board of Directors  
 

Directors  

Earle Cummings, President 

Walt Ryan, Vice President 

Ron Rolleri 

Dennis Murphy 

Steve Thomas 

 

Associate Directors  

Pat Cummings 

Richard Mounts 

Matt Greene 

 

Staff  

Kara Heckert 

Executive Director 

Sierra Cantor 

Watershed Biologist 

Greg Fisher 

Restoration Program Manager 

Valerie Sherron 

Project Coordinator 
 

Trisha Meisler 

Development Coordinator 
 

Maria Potter 

Project Assistant 
 

Amy Richards 

Bookkeeper 

Sotoyome RCD Welcomes New Staff  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Valerie Sherron  joined the RCD in April of 2008 as Project Coordinator and has 

been involved in nearly every facet of the workings of the RCD since, from    

managing contracts and coordinating permits to providing assistance with our 

stream monitoring, restoration, and high school bioassessment education       

programs. Prior to her working at the RCD, Valerieôs work experience included 

analyzing complex water quality data sets, creating maps using ArcView GIS and 

performing water quality sampling and habitat assessments. Valerie was born 

and raised in Sonoma County and graduated from Sonoma State University with 

a degree in Biology in 2008.  

Trisha Meisler has been working as Development Coordinator since May 2008 

and is collaborating with RCD staff to identify and acquire funding to support the 

RCD's programs. Trisha brings with her a background in both ecological         

research and natural resources management. While earning her M.A. in Biology 

at Sonoma State University, Trisha immersed herself in the ecological issues 

surrounding the impacts of feral pigs in California grasslands. Following graduate 

school, Trisha has worked as a botanical consultant and as a technical writer.  

Maria Potter recently joined the staff at the RCD and brings skills in GIS, CAD 

drafting, and stream monitoring to her new position as Project Assistant.   Her 

work experience includes landscape maintenance and design, sustainable     

agriculture, and riparian restoration planning as well as a recent GIS internship 

project involving fish habitat in the Russian River watershed. Maria will be    

working with staff on many projects beginning with weed management on prop-

erties in the Santa Rosa plain, and project assistance for the Russian River Giant 

Reed (Arundo donax) removal program and the RCD's Watershed Monitoring 

and Assessment Program. In May, she graduated from Sonoma State University 

with a degree in Environmental Studies and Planning.  

 

 Front row: Amy Richards, Valerie Sherron, Maria Potter, Sierra Cantor.                                                  

  Back row: Greg Fisher, Trisha Meisler and Kara Heckert  
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The Russian River Coho Water Resources Partnership (Partnership) has received funding from the National 
Fish and Wildlife Foundation to develop a systematic approach to improve stream flow and water supply reli-
ability in five Russian River tributaries critical to the recovery of endangered coho salmon. The Partnership 
includes the Center for Ecosystem Management and Restoration, Gold Ridge RCD, Occidental Arts and Ecol-
ogy Center WATER Institute, Sotoyome RCD, Trout Unlimited, and UC Cooperative Extension.  

In the  first year of the program, the Partnership will focus on collecting  
information to lay the scientific foundation to develop stream flow and wa-
ter use management plans for watersheds where water is believed to be a 
critical factor limiting coho salmon persistence. These include Dutch Bill, 
Grape, Green Valley, Mark West and Mill Creek Watersheds,  The RCDs 
will be providing primary outreach to landowners to gauge interest and in 
future years the partnership hopes to work with willing landowners and 
water users to identify solutions to improve water reliability and flows. 

Just as the Mediterranean climate of the Russian River watershed can 
place pressures during the dry season, it can provide opportunities to 
ameliorate those pressures during the rainy winter. Using a suite of tools 
from water conservation to increased water storage opportunities, the 
multi-disciplinary team of the Partnership is committed to work with land-

owners and water users to address complex issues related to salmonid recovery and provide well-developed, 
long-term solutions for communities and the environment. The long-term goals of the Partnership are to 1) 
restore a more natural flow regime for spring, summer and fall; 2) increase viability, and ultimately numbers of 
coho salmon in the Russian River watershed; 3) increase water reliability for water users in each watershed; 
4) develop governance mechanisms to carry out these efforts; and 5) develop a template for others to follow. 
Please contact Sierra Cantor at 569.1448 ext. 107 for more information. 

 

Russian River Coho Water Resources Partnership  

 

 

 

 

The Sotoyome RCD, in partnership with Gold Ridge RCD and 
Mendocino County RCD, has just published the Stewardship 
Guide for the Russian River. The purpose of this guide is to 
provide practical creek care information, and to offer a host of 
resources to help with the maintenance and upkeep of creek-
side properties throughout the Russian River Watershed. 

The guide will be available soon at all of the RCD offices, with 

electronic versions available through our website at 

www.sotoyomercd.org/library.html. Funding for the guide has 

been provided by the Sonoma County Water Agency,  the 

Mead Foundation, and the three partnering RCDs. 

Stewardship Guide for the Russian River now available!  
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The Sotoyome RCD, in partnership with the Mendocino County RCD, is entering its eighth year of Giant Reed 

(Arundo donax) control in the Russian River watershed. Arundo donax is an invasive, non-native grass from 

India that is responsible for the degradation of waterways throughout California, causing damage to riparian 

habitat as well as surrounding landholdings. The Sotoyome RCDôs 

long term Arundo donax Removal Program is boldly moving       

forward through the largest, densest, most established infestation 

in the watershed: Alexander Valley. With current funding from the 

California Department of Transportation, Sotoyome RCD will be 

removing Arundo from 200 infested riparian acres just upstream 

from the town of Geyserville in 2009, with follow-up treatments in 

2010 and 2011. Removal is continuing in the Mendocino County 

portion of the Russian River, where 77% of the Arundo infestation 

has been removed or is in the process of  removal.   

By working with private landowners, removing this highly invasive plant species will not only enhance habitat 

for fish and wildlife, but will also reduce fire risk, increase water availability, and allow for native plants to 

recolonize areas of removal, making for more stable streamside banks. The Sotoyome RCD can also        

provide permit coverage and technical assistance for landowners interested in removing their Arundo      

themselves. With ongoing support from our landowner partners, we can continue to work together to remove 

Arundo, improve riparian habitat, and protect valuable streamside properties throughout the Russian River 

watershed.   For more information about the RCDôs Russian River Arundo donax Removal and Riparian   

Restoration Program contact Greg Fisher at 569.1448 ext. 105.                                  

Giant Reed ( Arundo donax ) Removal in Full Swing in the  

Alexander Valley  

Gualala River Watershed Update  

Greetings from the Gualala River Watershed Council! Thanks to the May rains we still have a fair amount of 
water flowing in the river and the Gualala Estuary is now closed for the season turning the estuary into a fresh 
water lagoon.   Although we did not see many adult steelhead spawning this winter, we are starting to see 
young of the year steelhead in most of our tributaries.  Snorkel surveys planned for August and September 
will tell us more about this yearôs populations. About a month ago we finished installing 60 temperature moni-
toring sites throughout the watershed.  These sites will be running until the fall, recording both water and air 
temperature.  Right now and through the rest of the summer we will be busy with monitoring channel mor-
phology.  We are over half-way towards our goal of installing 
70 reach monitoring sites throughout the Gualala, and are on 
our twelfth year of collecting data. 

This has been a busy year for the GRWC.  We just finished a 
timber road project in the Pepperwood Creek Watershed.  
This project upgraded 20 miles of road in partnership with the 
landowner Gualala Redwoods, Inc and the Department of Fish 
and Game.  To date, 144 miles of road over 38,524 acres 
have been upgraded in the Watershed through similar partner-
ships, and an additional 99 miles of road have been upgraded 
through landowner best management practices.  This brings 
the total to 236 miles of road that have been upgraded, aban-
doned or disconnected by landowners within the watershed; 
preventing 56,000 dump truck loads of sediment from entering 
the watercourses. For more information contact Kathleen Morgan at 
707 884-9166. 

 

Elk Creek 2009, Gualala River Watershed 
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Conservation Activities in the Alexander Valley  

The Sotoyome RCD is currently working in partnership with the Russian River Property Ownersô Association 
(RRPOA)  and the Center for Ecosystem Management and Restoration (CEMAR) through a grant from the 
Natural Resources Conservation Service to conduct instream flow monitoring and groundwater level 
monitoring in Alexander Valley, the creation of a Regional Water Use Analysis for Alexander Valley, Dry 
Creek Valley and Knights Valley, and the development of an on-the-ground conservation project slated for 
implementation in 2010. 
 

Data from this monitoring will be analyzed by CEMAR in an effort to learn about the relationship between 
stream flow, groundwater, and agricultural water use in Alexander Valley. The Regional Water Use Analysis,  
also being undertaken by CEMAR, will combine water need data, streamflow data, and biological habitat 
criteria using GIS technology. The final product will  summarize water needs and expected supply, and will 
provide a basis for developing a fisheries restoration 
program from a hydrologic perspective.  

Planning for a habitat enhancement project is also 
underway with  RCD staff working in cooperation with 
private landowners to design a conservation project which 
will address habitat limiting factors for salmonids on a 
tributary in Alexander Valley. 

Lastly, the grant supports the outreach efforts of groups 
such as the RRPOA and the Sonoma County Salmonid 
Coalition to outreach to new members and build 
collaborative relationships with public agencies for the 
purposes of  agricultural viability and fisheries restoration. 
For more information about conservation efforts in 
Alexander Valley contact Valerie Sherron at 569.1448 ext. 
102.                      
        Matt Deitch, Environmental Scientist, CEMAR, Al Cadd and Dave 
        Fanucchi from RRPOA collecting data from a groundwater logger.  

              

Winegrape growers are invited to attend free Vineyard Water Conservation Field 
Days in the Alexander Valley held on July 9th and August 13th from 11:00 am to 1:00 
p.m. These events will feature a demonstration project installed at Hoot Owl Creek 
Vineyards near Healdsburg. Alternative irrigation practices, soil and plant moisture 
measurement techniques, low-volume vineyard cooling, rooting and wetting patterns 
will be showcased by Mark Greenspan, Advance Viticulture LLC. Following the field 
demonstration, Arturo Carvajal, NRCS Water Management Engineer, will discuss 
how to check a new drip system and keep it working efficiently and Valerie Sherron, 
Sotoyome RCD will discuss water conservation cost sharing programs available to 
growers.  Workshops are being sponsored by Sonoma County Water Agency, So-
noma County Winegrape Commission, Sotoyome RCD, NRCS, California Sustain-
able Winegrowing Alliance,  and the Sonoma County Farm Bureau. 

Please RSVP for the July event by July 2nd and for the August event by August 6th to 
ipm@sonomawinegrape.org or by fax: 707-522-5866. 

 

Vineyard Water Conservation Workshops  

mailto:ipm@sonomawinegrape.org
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In the fall of 2008, Western United Dairymen (WUD), North Coast Re-
gional Water Quality Control Board (NCRWQCB) staff, the Gold Ridge 
and Sotoyome RCDs, and local dairy operators met to discuss future 
regulatory requirements that may be imposed on agricultural landown-
ers in the Laguna de Santa Rosa Watershed.  As most people know, 
the federal Clean Water Act requires EPA and the local Regional Water 
Boards to develop plans with goals and pollution control targets for im-
proving water quality in watersheds where minimum water quality stan-
dards are not met.  This is accomplished by establishing limits known 
as Total Maximum Daily Loads (TMDLs) for each pollutant exceeding 
the standards.  TMDLs set levels for pollutants that allow water bodies 
to achieve their beneficial uses.  During this fall 2008 meeting, 

NCRWQCB staff explained the pollutants of concern for the Laguna were both nutrients (phosphorous and 
nitrogen) and sediment.  Regional Water Board staff also described the monitoring program that will be used 
in order to ascertain how these ñlimitsò for the pollutants will be reached. Obviously, of primary concern for the 
dairy operators was ñAre the dairies going to be blamed for all the pollution in the Laguna?ò  The short answer 
to the question is: No, but they will still need to prevent runoff from manure and other sources of nutrients into 
the waterways of the Laguna.  While the dairies are one potential source of nutrients going into the water-
shed, the NCRWQCB recognizes that the primary impacts are probably coming from urban runoff. 
 
As a follow-up to this meeting, WUD and the RCDs met at the NCRWQCB office in April 2009 to discuss what 
monitoring has been done to evaluate sources of pollutants and what funding may be available in the near 
future to help operators comply with the regulation.  According to NCRWQCB staff, a random sampling of po-
tential sources at public access locations (bridge and road crossings) was done through the 2008/09 winter 
season.  While findings of the monitoring effort have not been thoroughly assessed, the preliminary results 
indicate that urban runoff is the most likely primary contributor of nutrient pollution.  However, all sources of 
potential nutrient pollution will be looked at and evaluated for reductions.  It is also not known whether or not 
grant funding will be available this year to assist dairy operators to implement BMPs to prevent any potential 
nutrient runoff.  Currently the state of California is experiencing a budget crisis of epic proportions.  Grant 
funding from the State is tenuous at best.  However, both RCDs in the Laguna will overturn every funding 
rock available in order to assist landowners with important conservation work. 

 
Dairies have been a part of the Sonoma County landscape for over 100 years.  Sonoma County was one of 
the first locations in the state to have domesticated cattle to produce cheese and butter, mainly to sell to San 
Franciscoôs crowd. The lush rolling hills and climate of Sonoma County has made it one of the best places to 
produce milk in the State.  Todayôs dairies look a little different but are still a big part of Sonoma Countyôs ap-
peal. For dairies to stay viable in Sonoma County and specifically the Laguna de Santa Rosa, they will need 
to overcome obstacles, such as the increase of environmental regulation.  They must become cost effective 
and efficient to compete with others within the State.  To do this these dairies will need outside sources of 
funding and expertise to accomplish needed projects.  Our dairymen want Sonoma County to remain the 
home of the real ñCalifornia Happy Cowò and be a part of their lifestyle for many more generations. For more 
information on future efforts in the Laguna please contact Kara Heckert at 569.1448 ext. 104 
 

Helping to Keep Agriculture Viable in the Laguna de Santa Rosa  
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Restoration Planning in the Maacama Creek Watershed  
 

After many years of collecting watershed  monitoring and assessment information and enjoying the breathtak-
ing beauty of  the Maacama Creek watershed, the Sotoyome RCD is working with local conservation organi-
zations to convene a Maacama Creek Watershed Restoration Planning Committee that will strategically plan 
and prioritize conservation and habitat enhancement opportunities at the watershed scale. This planning ef-
fort will work to protect and enhance the agricultural diversity and natural resource value that make the 
Maacama watershed such a valuable resource.  

If you are a landowner in the Maacama Creek watershed interested in conservation and restoration planning, 
please contact Sierra Cantor at 569.1448 ext. 107. 

Mill Creek Watershed Planning  
 

Mill Creek is a tributary to Dry Creek in the Russian River Watershed with major tributaries including Felta, 
Wallace,  and Palmer creeks.  Mill Creek has long been a high priority watershed for state and federal       
fisheries agencies with several fisheries habitat enhancement projects implemented over the last ten to fifteen 
years. Juvenile coho have been released from the Coho Captive Broodstock program into Wallace, Palmer, 
Felta, and Mill Creeks since 2001. 

The Sotoyome RCD recently received a grant for watershed and salmonid habitat restoration planning in the 
Mill Creek Watershed. A preliminary plan for  Mill Creek and its tributary watersheds will be developed  in late 
2009 including evaluation and assessment of physical characteristics of the watershed, and identification of 
data gaps in habitat restoration and landowner participation. In addition, landowner outreach and watershed 
coordination workshops will be conducted. Through this unique planning opportunity  RCD  staff plan to work 
with interested private landowners to develop revegetation plans and instream structure and streambank re-
pair designs to improve coho and steelhead habitat. If you are a landowner interested in being part of this        
planning effort or in implementing a habitat enhancement project on your property in Mill Creek Watershed 
please contact Kara Heckert at 569.1448 ext. 104. 
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