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 yegetation 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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THE
SONOMA
BAYLANDS

Where in the past the
choice appeared to be
a dichotomy, with
economic efficiency on
the one hand and en-
vironmentally benefi-
cial use or the least
harmful deposition on
the other, now we
have shown this to be
a false dichotomy.

KEYS TO SUCCESS

(continued from p. 18)

there isn’t an overall management plan. And
without that we will not be able to take full
advantage of the potential for restoration. And
there will continue to be controversy.

c&o: Is there a key to success here that might help
others?

BN: The key was a willingness to listen to folks
with whom you sometimes disagreed and
look for common ground. There is an irony
here. This started as an environmental project,
then slowly the ports came on and helped
bring in labor unions and shippers—Ron Del-
lums’ office came on early—but the last to
come on board was the Corps of Engineers.
We had dealt with water quality, environmen-
tal cost issues, but the Corps of Engineers still
didn’t want anything to do with it—simply
because of bureaucratic intransigence. And
there was nothing behind the Corps’ position

except bureaucratic stubbornness. As an insti-
tution, the Corps of Engineers is hostile to en-
vironmental disposal alternatives other than
the cheap and dirty way.

c&o: May this project start a change?
BN: It's definitely a watershed project, but in-
stitutions don’t change overnight. The struc-
tural problem still exists. There’s policy
language already in place that says that envi-
ronmental benefits must be considered along
with economic benefits. But it’s policy lan-
guage that the Corps has simply ignored.
We'll never see another project exactly like
the Sonoma Baylands, but by paying attention
to its lessons we can find other innovative pro-
jects that allow us to restore the health of the
bay in ways the business community will sup-
port. One of the things Sonoma Baylands
shows is that we don’t have to choose between
a healthy bay and a healthy economy.

Keys to the Future

C&o0: Several people have described the Sonoma
Baylands project as a breakthrough. Do you see it
that way, and if so, what was the key?

LEE HALTERMAN: There are a couple of keys
to why it's a breakthrough
and what made it happen. In
terms of process, it was a will-
ingness on the part of environ-
mentgl organizations and
environmentally oriented reg-
ulatory or other state agencies,
like the Conservancy, to step
up and engage with the com-
mercial maritime industry—
and vice versa—to develop a
common strategy to solve a
problem, the dredging prob-
lem. That created a precedent-

Lee Halterman

end of a process—in terms of wetlands and a
dredged channel in this case—but can doitin
a timely manner and with costs that are com-
petitive with costs of other disposal options.
Where in the past the choice appeared to be a
dichotomy, with economic efficiency on the
one hand and environmentally beneficial use
or the least harmful deposition
on the other, now we have
shown this to be a false di-
chotomy. We will be able
know that as a matter of policy
we can ;lursue both those
goals, and that our choice will
be limited by the capabilities
of different beneficial use op-
tions. And as costs come
down for these beneficial uses
and remain high for alterna-
tives like ocean disposal, the
gaps [in costs] will become
very readily justifiable—to the

setting coalition that will :
endure in some measureand ~ General Counsel and Policy Director extent that gaps even exist.
with some degree of cohesive- ~ for the House Armed Services ¢ &0: Do you think it will be pos-

ness into the future.

What's path breaking sub-
stantively is that we have de-
veloped a beneficial use project of some

substantial scale, which hopefully will demon-
strate that beneficial uses of dredged materials

not only can produce a good product at the

Committee, which is chaired
by Rep. Ron Dellums

sible to make an assessment of
cost-effectiveness on this one pro-
ject within any reasonable time?
LH: Yes, it's a large enough project and it’s
going to get done quickly enough—certainly
within the stream of a lot of other follow-up
(continued on p. 22)
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govemmental 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 o 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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