The Battle Creek Watershed Conservancy

PO Box 606, Manton, CA 96059-0606

A local view of the Battle Creek Salmon and Steelhead Restoration Program

Background

Three years ago resource agencies appeared in our watershed with ideas about a big environmental program. Since MWD and CVP were involved it seemed obvious that a water grab was about to happen, and fear being a great motivator some of us formed a non-profit, got heavily involved in planning meetings, and through public meetings and our newsletter got the word out about what was actually going on and why (it is not easy to explain to folks why MWD wants to spend money in our back yard!).

A couple of thousand hours of volunteer effort later we were no longer scared, and the community was gradually accepting the project – but we had evolved into concerned stakeholders. We have learned something about the sociology of bureaucratic organizations, and we have tried to share with them the vision of the restoration program as seen from our side. We have not been accepted as part of the formal planning process, despite the fact that our membership happens to own most of the riparian land on Battle Creek, and we have yet to spend a dime of our first CalFed grant, but we nevertheless feel that our vision is broader in space and time than that of the individual agencies – each cosseted in its empire, defending its turf – and that it deserves to be heard.

Our purpose

As we became involved in the complex multi-lateral process which produced the Restoration Program, our goals gradually changed from seeking to minimize the impact of the project upon the community into trying to find approaches which would maximize the value of the program to the community. After all, people live in a rural environment like ours because they value open space, scenic vistas, creeks, forests, meadows, and wildlife – exactly the same factors which are needed to provide habitat for salmon and steelhead. It seemed reasonable that if the project could be implemented in the proper way then these factors could be preserved, without devastating the local economy (ranching, aquaculture, forestry, recreation, agriculture, power production) – so we wrote this goal into our bylaws: “to preserve the environmental and economic resources of the watershed.”

And maybe this is possible. But one thing is quite clear from our work with the resource agencies: the local residents will be the de-facto trustees for the salmon and steelhead for the foreseeable future, because the agencies have restricted their attention to the short-term problems of Battle Creek – plumbing, fish passage, and flows.

Stated another way, the agencies have planned a very substantial investment of public and private funds – about $78 million at last count – without providing any means to protect that investment in the future. 

With this trusteeship comes the most serious impact upon the community: limitations on future growth and land use. Without such limitations – voluntary or involuntary – future development will likely have severe impacts upon the salmonid habitat. People like to build on meadows and along streams, they like to cut trees and build roads, and they like to eat salmon. The result could be lower summer flows in Battle Creek, warmer water temperatures, degraded habitat, and kids poaching $1000 fish.

But we think that it is possible to plan for the future needs of the salmon, and even to keep the support of the residents, provided that the restoration program makes good sense, and that it is implemented in a fair way. People are willing to make some sacrifices, if they can see that the end result is beneficial for the community, and if they are confident that significant sacrifices will be fairly compensated.

That is the crux of the matter: real community acceptance of the program – so critical to the long-term success of the salmon – demands a broad program, which takes the future into account. 

How to fix a watershed so that it stays fixed

Let’s get down to specifics. In our view there are five things which must be fixed in order to restore the wild salmonids:

· Improve fish access and flows

· Restore certain riparian areas on lower Battle Creek

· Solve the Coleman National Fish Hatchery (CNFH) problem

· Encourage the viability of ranching as far into the future as possible

· Look to the long-term health of the middle and upper watershed

If the watershed is looked at as a total system, top to bottom, and if these five issues are addressed in reasonable ways, we believe that the massive investment in Battle Creek can be protected well into the future, primarily through the support of the residents. Specifically:

Fish access and water flows. The Restoration Program, developed by that remarkable example of inter-agency cooperation, the Battle Creek Working Group, directly addresses and solves these two problems. All involved can take pride in this effort.

Riparian restoration. Battle Creek is unusual in that apart from some lower areas it has survived the hand of man nearly unscathed. A program by the California Department of Fish and Game and others has raised $3 million to fix what little damage there is. Our hats off to CDF&G.

Coleman Hatchery (fix it or move it). Battle Creek would have a large population of wild salmonids right now, if it were not for the presence of CNFH. Management at CNFH in the past emphasized the production of hatchery fish to the point where the wild population was devastated; even the fish ladders on the PG&E dams were closed to protect the hatchery from pathogens, closing most of the habitat in Battle Creek for decades. Times and management ideas have fortunately changed, but the hatchery is still the primary obstacle to a viable wild population in the creek. Wild fall-run salmon compete with 80,000 hatchery fish in habitat suitable for 5,000; genetic mixing threatens the vitality of the wild population. The scale of the effects is in dispute, but alternatives are available, which we and others have brought to the table during the current re-evaluation program at CNFH. Coleman does not have the manpower or funds to evaluate these alternatives, so the Conservancy is seeking funds for this purpose. These alternatives include the separation of the hatchery from Battle Creek, using an existing parallel diversion channel, so that the wild and hatchery populations do not mix. Such a solution would also increase the flexibility of hatchery operation. Fixing CNFH is something of a cause célèbre in the local area, so solving this problem would go a long way toward gaining local support.

Ranching. Why is Battle Creek in such good physical shape today? Because farming was difficult in the volcanic soils, most of the agricultural and lumber-mill water rights in the area were sold to the predecessor of PG&E at the turn of the century. With PG&E holding 97% of the remaining Battle Creek water, there was little additional development, and ranching was the dominant industry. The main stem and tributaries of Battle Creek have been in large ranch holdings for 100 to 130 years, and you can judge how well the ranchers took care of the creek simply by looking around.

We believe that keeping ranching economically viable is the best way to protect Battle Creek over the long term. Ranching income, supplemented by guided hunting and fishing (improved by the Restoration Program), can be made more viable through conservation easements, which lower land values but provide capital for developing recreational income sources. Because the rancher has an economic interest in his wildlife habitat and his grazing lands, he is likely to be the best caretaker.

But in our confused and un-coordinated times one agency – BLM – thinks it has a better idea: buy the riparian ranchland, at three times the market value, to “save” it. This kills Battle Creek (and other creeks have the same problem) in two ways: (a) without the rancher-owner, there is no one to watch over the now-public land, and (b) the inflated sales of riparian land (priced higher because of the supposed “public benefit”) set up a round of land speculation (it is happening in Battle Creek already) by absentee owners so that the protection of the rancher-owner is lost. What rancher could resist such a windfall buyout?

The Conservancy currently has a cease fire with BLM, but we would like to be able to take advantage of BLM’s resources to help solve the problem, rather than to aggravate it. This is easily done – conservation easements supported by BLM could be the single most important part of the solution for the future of the restoration program. Not only could such easements help ensure the continued existence of responsible ranching, but easements on the middle and upper watershed – in key areas defined through an ecological assessment – could compensate landowners now and forestall court fights a generation hence.

The middle and upper watershed. The current Restoration Program does not address the middle and upper watershed, even though all the cold summer water, which makes Battle Creek unique, is derived from these areas. We believe that the program should treat the watershed in its entirety, as a system; that conservation easements and other tools should be used to protect critical areas in the middle and upper reaches; and that this protection should be part of the initial plan – not something tacked on later when development is already a problem.

Closing comments

We began our involvement as potential victims. Now we see ourselves as an important part of the solution. These salmon will affect our lives in the future whether we like it or not, but we may still have one choice: a program which is well coordinated with local needs and concerns, and which enjoys support from most residents; or a program which will ultimately have to depend upon regulations, wardens, and the courts. 

Your agencies can do it – the USFWS and BLM have the resources and expertise – but they need to open their ears and do some serious bending before they will convince us. Help us turn this program from a quick fix into a long-term solution.

Bob Lee, Secretary, BCWC
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