[image: image1.wmf] 

539 Flume Street


Phone: (530) 894-5401

Chico, California 95928

Fax: (530) 894-2970

info@riverpartners.org

www.riverpartners.org
Draft Conceptual Management Alternatives for the Del Rio Property

Friday, November 08, 2002
Dan Efseaff and Carol Wright

Introduction

This document outlines the management alternatives that Sacramento River Partners proposes for the 259-acre Del Rio Wildlife Area.  The site is comprised of 26 acres of existing riparian habitat, 131 acres of walnuts (the west and middle fields), and approximately 100 acres in almonds (the east field) with a barn and yard area.  Sacramento River Partners purchased the property in 2002 after receiving a grant from the Wildlife Conservation Board (WCB).  The grant states that the acquisition:

“…will be for the purposes of wildlife habitat preservation, restoration, and management, wildlife-oriented education and research, and for compatible public uses, all as may be consistent with wildlife habitat preservation.”

Sacramento River Partners received a LEGACI grant from the Great Valley Center and embarked on a series of meetings and outreach efforts to explore potential compatible public uses for the property.  This document communicates management alternatives so that the public can respond and we can incorporate community ideas and input into the implementation of the project.  Although concrete details will be developed in the restoration plan, conceptually describing these management alternatives provides an opportunity to discuss our priorities and outline public access on the site.  

Location

Del Rio is located just south of the historic Llano Seco Rancho and northwest of the corner of Road Y and Road 50 in Glenn County, California (T19N, R1W, Section 3).   Butte City is approximately 5 miles to the south and Willows is approximately 11 miles to the west. 

Identified Management Alternatives

No action

No action is defined as continuing the current agricultural practices on the site.  Although in the short-term this will keep the agricultural infrastructure in order and maintain weed control, the orchards provide minimal wildlife habitat and recreational opportunities, and will not satisfy the purpose of the WCB grant.  

Phased Restoration 

This approach will be phased in to implement restoration on the site that integrates compatible public use during the restoration process.  Although some activities will not be appropriate during field activities, once the restoration is completed those activities can proceed on the site.  Following restoration, the site will provide good quality habitat and meet the original conditions of the WCB grant; therefore, this is the preferred alternative.  We outline the design and integration of public use activities below.  

Conceptual Design for Restoration Areas

Based on our preliminary assessment of the site, we propose to restore the site to an oak savanna and woodland and mixed riparian forest using active restoration.  The restoration will proceed in phases with:

· The almond orchard followed by 

· The walnut orchard and swale areas.  

By using site-specific information and cost-effective agricultural techniques, we hope to establish self-sustaining native vegetation on the site within three years.   The proposed native grass, forbs, shrubs, and trees will provide important habitat for a number of key wildlife species. The complex planting pattern will fit into the complex landscape of existing grassland, oxbow lakes, and riparian forest and woodlands, in the immediate vicinity.  The duck club to the east and the rangeland to the north are private lands protected under conservation easements, and the US Fish and Wildlife Service owns 500 acres to the northwest that is part of the Refuge system.   This project would enhance efforts on those properties and be compatible with local agricultural activities and flood control objectives.  

The extremely poor productivity of the existing almond orchard, the apparent existence of a hardpan underlying the site appears to support the selection of a low-density savanna with native grass an important component.  Patches of this east field will be planted denser (especially to the south and west) as soils allow and to provide vegetative screens from proposed parking area and county road and to surrounding neighbors.  The conditions in the walnut orchard (middle and west fields) appear to support a denser forest and a greater number of species.  Restoration and realignment of the swale will be integrated with the restoration of the west and middle fields. The planting will serve as a transition from the more open habitat to the east to the existing dense forest to the west.  

Design consideration for the restoration areas

Some considerations for the restoration include: 

· Low-density planting of woody species to the northeast and increasing to the south and west.  

· Planting of native grass across the almond orchard area.  The native grass provides excellent wildlife value, will enhance the upland game bird hunting, provide good cover for erosion control, and once established, will limit the invasion of noxious weeds.  

· Arrangement of plantings to screen the neighbors to the north and east (although some openings may be maintained for view sheds).  

· A parking area near the middle of the site that is accessible from the paved road.  Native trees and shrubs will be planted around the parking area to provide shade and screen it from the rest of the site.

· A berm and gate on the southern portion of the property to discourage unauthorized access.  We will curve the berm to make it look like a natural swale and plant native plants along it. We will also install a similar swale and vegetation along the eastern border.   

· Development of a hiking trail with examples of native plants along the way.  

· Exploration of trash and law enforcement options with local or state entities.  

· Development of a list of proposed activities and procedures. 

· Set-aside and plant a 1-3 acre plot for a demonstration area for native plants used by Native Americans for basketry and other uses.  This area will include information signs and collection areas.  We are currently assessing the interest of local tribal councils.  

Integration of recreational activities

Public comments at meetings, individual conversations, group discussions, and submitted survey forms produced a relatively limited number of activities and priorities for the site (Table 1).  We propose to phase activities with restoration accordance to the timeline shown in Table 2.  The timeline depends on funding and so we expect some deviation depending on the timing of securing funds.  Some activities will be compatible with restoration activities, while others may have to wait until facilities or mechanisms are in place to accommodate them.  For example, hiking in the existing riparian area can proceed as long as we have trash, trails, and parking.  Likewise, field trips of students to learn about the restoration process or assist with planting or tour the existing riparian area.  Educational research may also be acceptable.  

Initially, we plan to implement a simple registration system (call in or on-site) to track usage and ensure that users are on the site during appropriate times.  Because of limited resources and uncertainty over usage levels, we will take an adaptive management approach to offering recreational opportunities.  For example, rather than wait for funding for restroom facilities, we will explore funding for portable toilets to accommodate users.  

Other activities will proceed when facilities or safety issues are resolved.  For example, special events like camping is not a likely activity until a safe source of water and a fire policy is in place.  Hunting may not be appropriate until the site is restored and mechanisms are in place to minimize conflicts between users and insurance considerations.   

We anticipate that advisory committee will further develop these issues.  To develop the Del Rio Wildlife Area as a new community asset, we will coordinate with various county law enforcement and local fire agencies to anticipate potential issues.  Details on implementation will be developed during the restoration plan for each area.  

Next steps

The information generated in this draft conceptual management alternative will be provided to the committee assembled for the project and to the public for additional comments.  We will then reissue a final version of this document.  The timeline for implementation is dependent on the availability of funding and securing a Reclamation Board encroachment permit.  We are likely to clear the almond orchard this year (the wood is likely to be chipped for an electricity generating biomass plant), and wait until additional funding becomes available for clearing and restoring the walnut orchard.  

Funding sources

We are actively seeking funding to restore the almond orchard area and have received funding from the US Fish and Wildlife Service’s (USFWS’s) Partners for Wildlife Program to purchase some of native grass seed for the almond orchard area.  We are also seeking funding from the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) Wildlife Habitat Incentive Program (WHIP), and the state Wildlife Conservation Board (WCB).  Once the funding is in place for the almond orchard, we plan to seek funding for the walnut orchard, swale, and needed facilities next year.  

Summary

This document outlines the conceptual approach that we will use to integrate the identified compatible public uses with restoration activities at the Del Rio Wildlife Area.  We propose a phased approach to initiate public use (i.e. hiking, and bird watching) on the existing riparian forest, and implement other activities (i.e. educational presentations and hunting) as restoration and facilities are completed, and implementation issues are resolved.  The Del Rio Wildlife Area provides an opportunity for public to enjoy a new wildlife and community asset, and we welcome your response to this plan.  Please contact us at (530-894-5401) for more information.  

Table 1.  Proposed compatible use public activities for the Del Rio Wildlife Area, Glenn County, California. 

	Phase
	Activity
	Facility Needs or Issues to be Resolved
	Area Type

	1
	Hiking
	Parking, toilets, trash bins and service, maintained trails with directions (and/or maps), interpretive signs or markers, and clearly marked site borders.  
	Existing riparian forest, and the entire area once restoration activities have been completed.  

	
	Bird watching 
	As above.  
	

	
	Interpretive walks
	As above, plus volunteer docents or staff to lead walks, public notification of scheduled trips.
	

	
	Educational research
	Depending on the nature of the research, may just require access and notification of use.  
	

	2
	Educational presentations
	Parking, toilets, trash bins and service, benches/tables, coordination with other users, notification of potential users of opportunities. 
	Existing riparian forest.  Entire site during restoration activities and after they are completed. Most trips likely in the spring and fall.  

	
	Group Activities
	Parking, toilets, trash bins and service, benches/tables, designated camping areas, potable water, educate on any site limitations (areas or time of appropriate use, fire policy). 
	Grasslands, savanna, and woodlands. Camping is likely to be allowed only for limited times and groups.  

	3
	Seasonal hunting
	Scheduling to accommodate other users, parking, educate on any site limitations (areas or time of appropriate use), maps or signs to denote site boundaries, insurance.
	Grassland, Savanna.  Use tied in with appropriate hunting season.  Fall is likely to be the season with the most use.   


Table 2.  Timeline of proposed activities for the Del Rio Wildlife Area, Glenn County, California. 

	Task
	Year

	
	2002
	2003
	2004
	2005
	2006
	2007
	2008
	2009

	Continue agricultural activities
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Apply for restoration funding
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Restore almond orchard area
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Restore walnut orchard area
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Revegetate old swale area
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Implement long-term management plan
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Recreation activities
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	I. Hiking, Bird watching, Interpretive walks.  
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	II. Educational presentations
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	    Group Activities
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	III. Seasonal hunting
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Activities will be phased in across the site, when appropriate with the restoration activities.  For example, hiking will be initiated on the existing riparian forest, but as the restoration is completed (in 2006, in the almond area and 2007 in the walnut area), the trail will be extended across the site.  
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