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7EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Introduction
In 1999 the Santa Cruz City Council initiated

a new phase of planning for the San Lorenzo
River, Jessie Street Marsh and Branciforte
Creek. The City Council appointed a citizen com-
mittee, the San Lorenzo Urban River Plan Task
Force (Task Force), to update plans for these
waterways and asked the committee to under-
take a planning process that would result in rec-
ommendations for programs and projects that
would enhance the habitat, safety and aesthetics
of these waterways within City limits. The City
Council’s interest in providing updated plans for
the River, creek and marsh was instigated by
several significant events: the initiation of the
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers flood control im-
provement project beginning in 1999; the listing
of the steelhead trout and coho salmon as feder-
ally threatened species; and federal designation
of the San Lorenzo River as critical habitat for
these species. The Task Force initiated a 3-year
planning process to accomplish the City Coun-
cil’s directive with the outcome being the San
Lorenzo Urban River Plan. The Task Force was
assisted in its planning process by the Rivers,
Trails and Conservation Assistance Program of
the National Park Service.

The San Lorenzo Urban River Plan (Urban
River Plan) provides an update to the San
Lorenzo River Design Concept Plan (1987) and
the San Lorenzo River Enhancement Plan
(1989). These earlier plans guided flood control,
vegetation restoration, and public access im-
provements along the San Lorenzo River and
Jessie Street Marsh from 1989 through the late
1990s. The Urban River Plan provides a 20-
year comprehensive plan for the areas of the
San Lorenzo River, Branciforte Creek and Jess-
ie Street Marsh within city limits. The Urban Riv-
er Plan provides a vision for the San Lorenzo
River, Branciforte Creek and Jessie Street
Marsh that promotes conservation and en-
hancement of the river as a wildlife area with
complimentary recreation and community uses.
Recommendations and guidelines for habitat
enhancement, public access, river trail ameni-
ties, recreational use, public art, and community
programs are addressed in the Urban River
Plan. The Urban River Plan includes conceptual
plans for areas adjacent to the River. These
conceptual plans are provided only to stimulate
potential design ideas and are not required for
particular properties in development applica-
tions. In general, the Urban River Plan advo-

Executive
Summary
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cates river-oriented development to promote the
River as an amenity to downtown Santa Cruz.

The Plan is comprised of several compo-
nents including:

Recommendations for river-wide programs
including public access and recreation, man-
agement and maintenance, and community out-
reach and education of the river trail (San
Lorenzo Riverway) and associated parkland ar-
eas (Chapter 3); Recommendations for specific
sites and access points along the River (Chap-
ter 4); Recommendations for Branciforte Creek
(Chapter 5); Recommendations for Significant
Riverfront Areas that require special attention
with regards to development guidelines, public
access and aesthetics (Chapter 6); Recommen-
dations for implementation including funding
strategies and a timeline for projects and pro-
grams (Chapter 7); The Lower San Lorenzo
River and Lagoon Management Plan (Appendix
A), the updated restoration and management
plan for the river; Recommendations from the
Jessie Street Marsh Management Plan (Appen-
dix B).

Plan Recommendations:
Restoration of the River is the First Priority

All of the recommendations in the San
Lorenzo Urban River Plan were developed
through the work of the Task Force and during

several public workshops facilitated by the Na-
tional Park Service. The recommendations rec-
ognize that the River is first a habitat area for
fish and wildlife and second a passive recre-
ational area for enjoyment by the community.
Therefore the plan includes the Lower San
Lorenzo River and Lagoon Management Plan
as Appendix A. The Lower San Lorenzo River
and Lagoon Management Plan provides man-
agement and restoration recommendations for
improving fish and wildlife habitat along the low-
er 3 miles of the River. It is the intent of the
Task Force that the next 15-20 years of history
along the San Lorenzo is a story about restora-
tion and recovery of fish and wildlife. Readers
should review the Lower San Lorenzo River and
Lagoon Management Plan in Appendix A to ac-
quaint themselves with the goals and recom-
mendations of this plan.

The Urban River Plan focuses on recommen-
dations designed to integrate the San Lorenzo
River, Jessie Street Marsh and Branciforte Creek
into the surrounding urban fabric of the City of
Santa Cruz. Recommendations are focused on
system-wide themes such as public access and
recreation, operations and maintenance, and
community outreach and education. Site-specific
recommendations regarding riverfront places that
can be created and enhanced over the next 20
years are provided.

A Final Note:
Establish a Permanent River Committee

It is the desire of the San Lorenzo Urban
River Plan Task Force to witness the successful
implementation of the San Lorenzo Urban River
Plan over the next 20 years; bringing to reality
the dream of a beautiful, natural river to Santa
Cruz. To accomplish this goal, the Task Force
has developed a detailed implementation plan
that includes a recommendation for the estab-
lishment of a permanent River committee by the
City of Santa Cruz. This is the first step in en-
suring implementation of the San Lorenzo Ur-
ban River Plan and its accompanying
documents the Lower San Lorenzo River and
Lagoon Management Plan and the Jessie
Street Marsh Management Plan.
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1.1 Purpose of the San Lorenzo
Urban River Plan

The San Lorenzo Urban River Plan (Urban
River Plan) provides an update to the 1987 San
Lorenzo River Design Concept Plan and the
1989 San Lorenzo River Enhancement Plan.
These earlier plans guided flood control, vege-
tation restoration, and public access improve-
ments along the San Lorenzo River (River) and
Jessie Street Marsh from 1989 through the late
1990s. In 1999, the Santa Cruz City Council re-
quested that the plans for the San Lorenzo Riv-
er be updated due to: the initiation of the U.S.
Army Corps of Engineers flood control improve-
ment project beginning in 1999; the listing of
the steelhead trout and coho salmon as federal-
ly threatened species; and federal designation
of the San Lorenzo River as critical habitat for
these species. The City Council appointed a cit-
izen task force, the San Lorenzo Urban River
Plan Task Force, to complete the plan update
emphasizing community involvement as the
foundation for plan development. The City
Council requested that the San Lorenzo Urban
River Plan Task Force update restoration and
design plans for the River as well as address
Branciforte Creek in the planning update pro-
cess.

This San Lorenzo Urban River Plan articu-
lates a community vision for the corridor encom-
passing the lower Lorenzo River, Branciforte
Creek and Jessie Street Marsh as both a wild-
life area, as well as a community recreation and
public open space amenity. It contains recom-
mendations for habitat enhancement, public ac-
cess and trail improvements, public art, and

1
Purpose, Context
and Goals

“Seeing the photographs of
the San Lorenzo River in the past,
I realize its potential as a natural and
aesthetic focus of our community.”

Resident comment
May 5, 2001 Public Workshop
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community programs. It seeks to guide the City
of Santa Cruz in reestablishing and improving
its management of and relationship to this ma-
jor, recently expanded landscape feature over
the next 20 years.

1.2  Goals and Benefits of the Plan
Acknowledging the validity of previous aspi-

rations and efforts to improve the San Lorenzo
River, while recognizing the nature of those ef-
forts as ongoing, the San Lorenzo Urban River
Task Force re-adopted the following goals from
the 1987 and 1989 plans to guide their work:

• Enhance and restore biotic values of the
River, creek and marsh as habitat for fish
and wildlife

• Maintain flood control capacity of the San
Lorenzo River and Branciforte Creek

• Improve the scenic and recreational value of
the Riverfront

• Improve public access and pedestrian/bicy-
cle movement to and along the River

• Improve the urban and neighborhood inter-
face with the San Lorenzo River, Branciforte
Creek, and Jessie Street Marsh

• Incorporate the San Lorenzo River, Branci-
forte Creek, and Jessie Street Marsh into the
surrounding urban fabric of downtown and
neighborhoods.

First and foremost was the Task Force’s in-
terest in restoring the River as a functional river-
ine ecosystem. The Lower San Lorenzo River
and Lagoon Management Plan comprises the
biological restoration plan for the River and La-
goon and is included in the Urban River Plan as
Appendix A. This restoration plan lays the foun-
dation from which the remaining recommenda-
tions for the River were developed.

As the Urban River Plan  aims to revitalize
the San Lorenzo River and Branciforte Creek
as an attractive, safe, convenient and multi-pur-
pose community feature, economic and com-
munity health benefits can be expected to
accrue from achieving these goals.

Many examples of successful river-oriented
downtowns—San Luis Obispo, Sacramento,
Santa Rosa, Redding, give testimony to the
benefits of using waterways to enhance urban
livability and character. River-oriented redevel-
opment can expand retail and commercial busi-
ness opportunities. Designed creatively, these
areas will become attractions for residents and

visitors seeking riverfront dining and shopping
experiences. In addition, downtown businesses
can increase their revenue by catering to a wild-
life-viewing, hiking, kayaking and bicycling cli-
entele.

Connecting downtown to the Beach and
Boardwalk, the improved River corridor also
provides alternative transportation options for
the community, lessening traffic congestion and
air pollution. And, the health benefits to the
City’s residents from having access to a contin-
uous 5-mile recreation corridor adjacent to
dense urban neighborhoods should not be
overlooked. The National Center for Disease
Control is promoting greenways and the oppor-
tunities they afford for regular exercise—walk-
ing, hiking, biking—as highly important in
modern life for controlling obesity and maintain-
ing good health among children and adults
alike.

1.3 The Planning Area and
River Reach Descriptions
The San Lorenzo Urban River Plan ad-

dresses the lower three miles of the San Loren-
zo River, from the northern Santa Cruz City
limits, to the rivermouth at the Pacific Ocean, as
well as Jessie Street Marsh and the lower one
mile of Branciforte Creek including its conflu-
ence with the San Lorenzo. Figure 1 shows the
planning area and associated planning reach-
es.

The project area encompasses the River
channel itself, the levees to the toe of the out-
side slope, and certain adjacent riverfront areas
(see Chapter 6). The Branciforte Creek compo-
nent includes the flood control channel, along
with City-owned easements west and east of
the channel within City limits, from the creek’s
confluence with the San Lorenzo River east to
the City limits at Highway 1.

In a change from the earlier River plans, a
new approach to addressing the River by reach,
in order to more accurately reflect biological
and hydrological conditions of the River envi-
ronment, as well as distinctive adjacent neigh-
borhood and downtown areas, was developed
for this plan.  A description of the River reaches
follows (see Figure 1).

The Estuarine Reach, extending from the riv-
ermouth to the Laurel Street Bridge, was modi-
fied by the flood control channel and is devoid
of riparian vegetation for most of its length. Due
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Figure 1
Plan Area

with River Reach
Designations
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to tidal action, however, this reach is trans-
formed into a lagoon when the sandbar at the
river mouth closes in the late summer. The Es-
tuarine Reach then becomes a nursery for
young steelhead and salmon migrating out to
sea from the watershed. Neighborhoods bor-
dering this reach include Beach Flats and Low-
er Ocean Street. Natural resource
enhancements to this reach are contained in
the Lower San Lorenzo River and Lagoon Man-
agement Plan component of this document.

The Transitional Reach is located between the
Laurel Street Bridge and the Water Street Bridge.
The designation of this reach reflects its dual na-
ture as a freshwater reach some of the year, and
a brackish reach part of the year, depending upon
tidal action and the closure of the sandbar at the
rivermouth. River Street South, Front Street and
San Lorenzo Park border this reach. Branciforte
Creek enters near the Soquel Avenue Bridge.

The Riverine Reach, from the Water Street
Bridge to upstream of the Highway One Bridge,
is not influenced by tidal action, so freshwater
predominates. It contains more extensive ripari-
an growth than the lower two reaches. This
reach is bordered by the Felker Street and Jo-
sephine Street neighborhoods, the El Rio Mo-
bile Home Park, and the Gateway Shopping
Center.

1.4 Relationship to Existing City Plans
 This San Lorenzo Urban River Plan is the

City’s guide for restoring, managing, and main-
taining natural resources, riverfront develop-
ment, as well as recreation and public access
improvements for the lower San Lorenzo River,
Jessie Street Marsh and Branciforte Creek. It
contains conceptual ideas, as well as site-spe-
cific recommendations, for accomplishing the
goals that guided the Plan’s development. Con-
ceptual plans are provided to stimulate potential
design ideas and are not intended as require-
ments for development opportunities, but rather
to provide ideas that promote river-oriented de-
velopment. Refinements to the concepts, and
specific strategies for implementing the recom-
mendations will need to come from the commu-
nity, the City Council and staff.

At present, several other adopted plans of
the City of Santa Cruz also address the plan-
ning area for the San Lorenzo Urban River
Plan. Described below, they include the 1991
Downtown Recovery Plan, 1998 Jessie Street

Marsh Management Plan, and the City of Santa
Cruz General Plan and Local Coastal Plan
(1990-2005). The San Lorenzo Urban River
Plan reflects the intent of these other plans, and
will be incorporated into their updates as appro-
priate.

The Downtown Recovery Plan is an adopt-
ed specific plan providing a framework for pub-
lic and private actions related to rebuilding the
downtown after the 1989 Loma Prieta earth-
quake. The Plan identifies the River as a major
downtown open space, and recognizes its po-
tential “as a naturalistic open space, wildlife
habitat, and recreational amenity: a garden
promenade that can provide a more contem-
plative and reflective experience to the hustle
and bustle of Pacific Avenue.” It recommends
riverfront improvement and creation of linkages
to downtown as a top priority in rebuilding
downtown.

The Jessie Street Marsh Management Plan
was adopted in 1998. Its recommendations are
incorporated directly into the San Lorenzo Ur-
ban River Plan (see Appendix B).

The City of Santa Cruz General Plan and
Local Coastal Plan (1990-2005) is a long-range,
comprehensive guide for physical development
of the City. It contains goals for pursuing envi-
ronmental, land use, design, housing, circula-
tion, economic, cultural and community facility
needs. The Local Coastal Plan, part of the Gen-
eral Plan, comprises a land use plan, imple-
menting ordinances, and maps, applicable to
the City’s coastal zone areas.

Future updates of the General Plan and Lo-
cal Coastal Program will incorporate recommen-
dations from the San Lorenzo Urban River Plan
for “significant riverfront areas” including Front
Street, Salz Tannery, and Beach Flats, as well
as bicycle and pedestrian plans, and capital im-
provement plans for adjacent park and recre-
ation areas.  Additionally, the recommendations
of the Urban River Plan should be referenced in
regional plans referring to the San Lorenzo Riv-
er and watershed.

1.5       Plan Organization
The San Lorenzo Urban River Plan includes

a wide range of guidance and recommenda-
tions for enhancement of the natural and urban
features of the planning area. For ease of pres
use, the plan is organized into seven chapters
and two appendices. The appendices comprise
other adopted plans incorporated into this plan,



as described below. In addition, a Public Art
Master Plan for the River was developed as a
companion document to the Urban River Plan.

Chapter 1 - Presents the purpose, goals,
and benefits of the Plan; describes the planning
area, relationship to existing City plans and or-
ganizational structure of the plan.

Chapter 2 - A brief description of the River
and its historical setting; describes River plan-
ning activities through the present, including the
work of the San Lorenzo Urban River Plan Task
Force in developing this plan.

Chapter 3 - Presents system-wide recom-
mendations for the River, concentrating on pub-
lic access, recreation, management and
maintenance, and community outreach and ed-
ucation.

Chapter 4 - Provides site-specific recom-
mendations for public areas located along the
three reaches of the River described above.
These include improvements to existing parks,
parking areas, signage and general trail charac-
teristics to provide for a more unified recreation
experience for trail users.

Chapter 5 - Addresses Branciforte Creek,
providing recommendations regarding flood
control and natural resources, beautification
and recreational improvements and neighbor-
hood programs.

Chapter 6 - Discusses three “significant riv-
erfront areas” deserving special planning atten-
tion to urban development and design, public
access, and aesthetics.

Chapter 7 - Addresses implementation of the
Urban River Plan; provides recommendations re-
garding department roles, project phasing, and
funding strategies.

Appendix A - Contains the Lower San
Lorenzo River and Lagoon Management Plan,
which represents the current biological plan for
the River. This plan is the underpinning for the
Urban River Plan, from which opportunities and
constraints for recreation and community uses
along the River were identified. Therefore, rec-
ommendations in the Urban River Plan are con-
sistent with the goals of the Lower San Lorenzo
River and Lagoon Management Plan.

Appendix B - Contains the recommenda-
tions of the Jessie Street Marsh Management
Plan, which is incorporated by reference into
the Urban River Plan.



2.1 Physical Setting
The San Lorenzo River drains a 138-square

mile watershed from the steep, forested Santa
Cruz mountains to the alluvial floodplain in the
City of Santa Cruz (Figure 2). The San Lorenzo
River was designated in 1976 as part of the
State Protected Waterways Program (a pro-
gram recognizing outstanding and valuable wa-
terways within California) due to its scenic value
and value as a steelhead trout fishery. The San
Lorenzo River was at one time the largest steel-
head fishery on the Central Coast, south of the
Russian River. The San Lorenzo River water-
shed is also home to California’s northernmost
stand of Central Coast Cottonwood-Sycamore
riparian forest.  This unique 10-acre forest oc-
curs in the lower floodplain at Pogonip adjacent
to the River at the upstream end of the study
area for this plan.

Major modifications have occurred to the
San Lorenzo River over the last 50 years lead-
ing to overall decline in the health of the River.
The upper River was impacted by massive tim-
ber harvesting activities in the early 1900s, the
construction of Loch Lomond reservoir in 1960
and the increasing development of the San
Lorenzo Valley during the 1970s through the
1990s. The most notable modification was the
channelization of the lower three miles of the
River into a levee flood control structure by the
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers in 1957-59. Jess-
ie Street Marsh and Branciforte Creek were also
impacted by the levee project as these two wa-
terways were modified by that project. Jessie
Street Marsh was filled during the construction
of the levee project and Branciforte Creek was
channelized in a cement culvert in 1959.

The San Lorenzo River is currently in a
state of decline as a viable river ecosystem and
populations of steelhead trout and coho salmon
have dwindled over the last 20 years. The River
suffers from poor water quality, excessive sedi-
mentation, loss of connectivity with its historic
flood plain, loss of native riparian habitat, and
reduced stream flows due to water extraction
for increased urban uses. The coho salmon and
steelhead trout were listed as threatened spe-
cies under the federal Endangered Species Act
in 1996 and 1997 respectively. Several main
tributaries of the River, including Branciforte,
Carbonera, Zayante and Bean Creeks, are list-
ed as impaired waterbodies by the State Water
Resources Control Board for contaminants in-
cluding sediment, nutrients, and pathogens.

2
Plan Setting & Back-
ground



Figure 2
San Lorenzo River

Watershed



Because of these impairments and designa-
tions, the River is receiving increased attention
by state and local governments with a goal of
restoring the river for fish and wildlife. Local
governments and water purveyors are also
strategizing on ways to accommodate the con-
flicting needs of urban water use with wildlife
protection. Despite its relative decline, the San
Lorenzo River still supports unique resources
which can be enjoyed by the Santa Cruz com-
munity and larger regional populace.  The River
provides habitat to over 100 species of birds,
including nine species of special concern recog-
nized by the State of � California. Branciforte
Creek and Jessie Street marsh are important
tributaries to the San Lorenzo River. These wa-
terways are valued as prominent features of the
lower river, important to its functionality as a
natural system, and a recreational feature of
downtown Santa Cruz.

Branciforte Creek
Branciforte Creek drains approximately 17

square miles in the eastern portion of the San
Lorenzo River watershed and empties into the
San Lorenzo River just north of Soquel Avenue
in the City of Santa Cruz. The lower mile of
Branciforte Creek was channelized in 1957-
1959 as part of the U.S. Army Corps of Engi-
neers San Lorenzo River Flood Control Project
(Figure 3).

Branciforte Creek supports a run of native
steelhead trout and several important bird spe-
cies. Although coho salmon have not spawned in
Branciforte in recent years, the California Depart-

ment of Fish and Game has indicated that Bran-
ciforte Creek has the potential to support coho
salmon with appropriate habitat restoration in
parts of the watershed (Gilchrist, 1999). The
Santa Cruz Bird Club has recognized the conflu-
ence area of Branciforte Creek and Carbonera
Creek as a birding “hot spot” and several rare or
unusual bird species have been reported in the
area over the years by the Bird Club.

Jessie Street Marsh
Jessie Street Marsh lies on the eastern

bend of the San Lorenzo River mouth as it emp-
ties into Monterey Bay.  Historically, the marsh
was part of a large tidal estuary connected to
the San Lorenzo River and encompassing much
of what is now lower Ocean Street and down-
town Santa Cruz (RRM Design Group, 1998).
Jessie Street Marsh was originally a brackish
saltwater marsh. It received seasonal freshwa-
ter inflows from rainfall and perennial spring
flow in the Branciforte Bluff area and it was reg-
ularly inundated with saltwater when sandbars
formed a lagoon at the mouth of the San Loren-
zo River. Jessie Street Marsh was hydrologically
cut off from the San Lorenzo River by construc-
tion of a levee during the 1957-1959 flood con-
trol project on the San Lorenzo River. The levee
blocks all river flood flows and most tidal flows
from entering the marsh.

Jessie Street Marsh has been the focus of a
restoration and management plan completed in
1998.  The plan provides recommendations to
preserve and enhance the natural resources of
the marsh, improve water quality, manage flood
waters consistent with the protection of natural
resources and provide public access and edu-
cation in appropriate areas of the marsh (RRM
Design Group, 1998).  The Jessie Street Marsh
Management Plan is incorporated into the Ur-
ban River Plan by reference (see Appendix B).

2.2 Social Setting: Development of the
City of Santa Cruz
Spanish explorers first encountered the San

Lorenzo River in 1769.  Prior to this discovery,
the native Ohlone Indians used the river as a
resource for food gathering and hunting but
constructed their reed structures well outside
the floodplain of the river.  An Ohlone village,
“Aulina” or “place of red abalones,” was located
at the rivermouth near what is today called
Beach Flats.

Figure 3
Branciforte Creek Flood

Control Channel



When the Spaniards arrived they began set-
tling in the floodplain and built the Santa Cruz
Mission Chapel near the river in 1791.  A flood
in the winter of 1792 destroyed the chapel, and
it was moved to the top of Mission Hill in 1792.
The mission era saw the floodplains of the San
Lorenzo River used for agriculture—most nota-
bly cattle and sheep grazing (3,300 head of cat-
tle and 3,500 sheep once grazed in the
floodplain) and crops including wheat, barley,
corn, and fruit trees. At the same time, the vil-
lage of Branciforte was also established on the
east side of the San Lorenzo River.

Between 1791 and the 1840s the town of
Santa Cruz and the Villa de Branciforte were
located outside of the floodplain on the tops of
the bluffs to the east and west of the river. As
the population of the area grew in the late Mexi-
can and early American periods, houses and
commercial buildings began to be built in the
space available between the bluffs (McMahon,
1997). In 1846 Beach Flats became know as
Schooner Flats and one of California’s earliest
boat-building yards opened.  In 1866 the new
county courthouse was built on Cooper Street
and the center of town development shifted
away from Mission Hill bluff to the floodplain of
the river. The City was incorporated by the Cali-
fornia Legislature in March 1876 with 6,000 res-
idents.

During the 1890s and early 1900s, Santa
Cruz became known as a regional tourist attrac-
tion with the San Lorenzo River being a primary
focus because of its steelhead fishery.  At one
point in time, 12 public docks were located
along the lower River, and the opening of steel-
head season would fill downtown hotels with
travelers.  Other events in the history of the San
Lorenzo included the annual Venetian Water
Carnivals that involved decorated boat parades,
concerts, balls, a Water Olympics, and fire-
works.  The carnivals were held during the early
1900s.

The City’s largest Chinatown was also locat-
ed along the river on Front Street from 1870 to
1894 when it was destroyed by fire (Lehman,
2000). Chinatown activities included market
gardens grown in the San Lorenzo River bottom
behind Front Street. After a fire in 1894, a sec-
ond Chinatown was built on Midway Island in
the San Lorenzo River (at the site of today’s
Longs/Zanotto’s parking lot). This Chinatown
was eventually destroyed by floods in 1905 and
1940.

Present day conditions on the River are less
than favorable with social and criminal problems
being prevalent along the entire three-mile levee
section. Drug dealing, prostitution, and drug use
are common along the River especially during
summer and fall when low water levels allow for
large illegal camps to be established in the river
bottom. These camps result in large amounts of
trash and human waste entering the River during
the summer season and with the first winter
rains. Increasingly these problems have come to
the attention of the community and new efforts at
cleaning up the River have been initiated by the
community and the City. These efforts need con-
tinued support to be successful.

2.3 The History of Flooding in Santa Cruz
As development encroached upon the

floodplain of the San Lorenzo River, floods be-
gan to take their toll upon the community. Eigh-
teen flood events occurred from 1862-1958.
Some of these floods were minor events but
others were quite severe and caused extensive
damage. The first serious flood to hit the grow-
ing town was in the winter of 1862. This flood
caused extensive damage and eroded the base
of Mission Hill 30 feet. The response to this
flood by the townspeople was the earliest form
of flood control: they built a bulkhead to stabi-
lize the riverbank near the base of Mission Hill
and they began to change the river channel so
that it would run past Mission Hill instead of
straight at it (McMahon, 1997). At the same time
the bulkhead was built, property owners along
the western edge of the river began to fill their
lots to raise the grade by as much as four feet
to prevent the river from flooding their proper-
ties. The City of Santa Cruz established its first
San Lorenzo River Commission in the late
1870s to address the flooding impacts of the
river.

Flooding continued with events recorded in
1878, 1881, 1890, 1895, 1907, 1911, 1940, and
1941. The costliest, deadliest and most well-
known flood in the history of Santa Cruz was on
December 22, 1955. The river flowed down Pa-
cific Avenue at a depth of three to four feet and
caused multi-millions of dollars in damage and
eight deaths. Following the 1955 flood, the low-
er 2.5 miles of the San Lorenzo River was
channelized into a flood control structure in
1957-59 in a cooperative project of the City of
Santa Cruz and the U.S. Army Corps of Engi-
neers (Corps).



The $2.2 million flood control project con-
structed riprap levee banks, removed all vege-
tation from the river’s banks and dredged the
bottom of the river channel approximately 5-8
feet.  When the project was competed in 1959,
the City retained maintenance responsibilities
for the flood control channel.  These mainte-
nance responsibilities included annually dredg-
ing the channel bottom 5-8 feet below sea level
and continued eradication of any vegetation
growing on the river’s banks.

1987 and 1989 San Lorenzo River Plans
Two river planning efforts for the San Loren-

zo River were undertaken during the 1980s in
response to several issues requiring immediate
attention - the most important being the docu-
mented reduction of flood protection for down-
town Santa Cruz due to natural filling of the
flood control channel with sediment. By the late
1970s, the Corps estimated sediment in the
channel had reduced the flood control project’s
capacity from 100-year flood protection to less
than 30-year flood protection (City of Santa
Cruz, 1989). Riverine habitat for native
anadramous fish (salmon and steelhead) was in
decline and the sterile River had become an
eyesore with its denuded banks and dredged
streambed.

A major flood in January 1982 provided new
evidence of the River’s ability to scour the stre-
ambed during large flood events and demon-
strated a larger flood capacity than previously
assumed. The Corps reinitiated studies on the
River following this event, concluding that re-
placing flow-constricting bridges at Water Street
and Riverside Avenue while constructing a 3-
foot high floodwall atop the levee banks would
provide the necessary infrastructure for protec-
tion against a 100-year flood. The Corps also
maintained that the City should continue dredg-
ing the flood control channel of approximately
1,200 cubic yards of sediment per year.

These new findings and recommendations
prompted the Santa Cruz City Council to initiate
planning efforts on the San Lorenzo River. The
first effort - the San Lorenzo River Design Con-
cept Plan adopted in 1987 - described a multi-
objective design for the flood control
improvement project and for enhancing the river
as an urban open space. A key recommenda-
tion of this plan was to develop a biological en-
hancement plan to maximize biological

resources within the constraints of the Corp’s
flood control requirements.

Consequently, the City initiated the biologi-
cal planning process in 1988 with a team of
consultants under the direction of a Council-ap-
pointed San Lorenzo River Restoration Commit-
tee. The 1989 San Lorenzo River Enhancement
Plan provided details, specifications and tech-
niques for:

• Planting native riparian vegetation to estab-
lish and maintain a continuous corridor of ri-
parian habitat;

• Managing the lagoon at the river mouth;
• Implementing sediment and drainage main-

tenance practices that are sensitive to bio-
logical resources;

• Establishing a monitoring program to collect
new data to increase knowledge of the river
system and refine management plans;

• Adapting and coordinating the flood control
design planning process with the Army
Corps of Engineers and the City’s restoration
plan.
The City approved the San Lorenzo River

Design Concept Plan and the San Lorenzo Riv-
er Enhancement Plan in 1988 and 1989 and
both plans were incorporated into the General
Plan and Local Coastal Plan. The 1989 Loma
Prieta earthquake discontinued the City’s focus
on the River for a time, as the City began to re-
build the downtown and repair critical public in-
frastructure including portions of the levee
damaged in the earthquake. Reconstruction of
the Riverside Avenue Bridge, Soquel Avenue
Bridge, and Water Street Bridge was accom-
plished between 1991 and 1996.

Concurrently, the Corps began to design
the flood control improvement project, proceed-
ing with a plan to raise and rebuild the levees
by 2-4 feet rather than construct a continuous
floodwall.  The Corps design incorporated na-
tive vegetation components recommended in
the City’s 1989 San Lorenzo River Enhance-
ment Plan and the construction of a continuous
bicycle and pedestrian path the length of the
levees. The Corps plan was completed in 1996
and Congress authorized funding the same
year. In its authorization, Congress ordered the
Corps to combine the flood protection project
and vegetation improvements into one project.
The San Lorenzo River Flood Control and En-
vironmental Restoration Project commenced
construction in 1999 with completion estimated
by 2003.



2.4 Current Planning and the San Lorenzo Urban
River Plan Task Force

In 1999 the Santa Cruz City Council ap-
pointed the San Lorenzo Urban River Plan Task
Force  (Task Force) to update the San Lorenzo
River Design Concept Plan and the San Loren-
zo River Enhancement Plan. These plans need-
ed updating due to the federal listing of the
steelhead trout and coho salmon as threatened
species, the designation of the San Lorenzo
River as critical habitat for coho and steelhead,
and because the Corps flood control improve-
ment project had begun construction. The 22-
member citizen Task Force was charged to
undertake a planning process to develop pro-
grams and projects that would further enhance
the habitat, safety and aesthetics of the San
Lorenzo River within City limits. The City Coun-

cil gave the Task Force the following five tasks:

1. Update the River Enhancement and Design
Concept Plans utilizing scientific and techni-
cal recommendations and public participation
and recommend specific actions for imple-
mentation and financing of the updated Ur-
ban River Plan;

2. Coordinate and participate in activities of the
County of Santa Cruz and other state and fed-
eral agencies on the improvement of the San
Lorenzo River watershed and the Branciforte
Creek watershed;

3. Develop a management plan including defin-
ing habitat baseline data and a monitoring
program;

4. Study and analyze flood issues and the po-
tential for habitat restoration in the Branci-
forte Creek watershed;

5. Work with the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers
and all relevant federal, state and local agen-
cies to ensure that the work to be conducted
by the Corps is carried out in a manner con-
sistent with habitat restoration, enhancement
of water quality, improvement of aesthetics
values, and all applicable federal, state, and
local environmental regulations.

From 1999 to 2002 the Task Force reviewed
the existing river plans, conducted public work-
shops and compiled public comments into rec-
ommendations for the San Lorenzo Urban River
Plan. Working with a consultant team of biolo-
gists and hydrologists the Task Force completed
the update to the San Lorenzo Enhancement
Plan, producing the Lower San Lorenzo River
and Lagoon Management Plan in January
2002. The management plan is incorporated
into the Urban River Plan (see Appendix A) and
provides the foundation for appropriate recre-
ational uses and features along the River that
are non-impacting to fisheries and wildlife re-
sources.

For development of the Urban River Plan,
the Rivers, Trails and Conservation Assistance
Program of the National Park Service assisted
in planning and implementing public workshops
to gather information and input from the com-
munity. The National Park Service helped to
produce useful products such as newsletters
and plan drafts for review by the Task Force. In
addition to the major tasks described above, the
Task Force  (with assistance from the National
Park Service), completed several other activities
during the planning process including the fol-
lowing:

• Initiated the planning process with public



Introduction
Integrating the San Lorenzo River, Jessie

Street Marsh and Branciforte Creek into the sur-
rounding urban fabric of the City of Santa Cruz
presented the Task Force with one of the great-
est challenges during the three-year planning
process that culminated with this Urban River
Plan.  For over five decades the San Lorenzo
River has been relegated to a back alley of
downtown.  The height and scale of the levees
provides a visual and physical barrier for ac-
cessing the river. From street level, the River
cannot be seen from downtown and adjacent
neighborhoods thus resulting in a lack of in-
volvement by the community. In a sense, the
river is not part of the landscape of Santa Cruz,
it is hidden behind the massive earthen levees.
This sense of abandonment has opened doors
for undesireable activities to predominate along
the River. Illegal camps and activities such as
drugs and prostitution make the area inviting to
some, threatening to most. Conservation and
stewardship efforts are extremely challenged in
this environment often resulting in complete in-
action towards these complicated problems.

3.1 The San Lorenzo Riverway

The Task Force recognized that fostering a
new way of thinking about the River required
community involvement. The Task Force initiat-
ed a series of public workshops to gather com-
ments about the River from the community.
Each workshop focused on presenting back-
ground information on the history and planning
process of the Urban River Plan and encour-
aged community members to express their
ideas, concerns, issues and opportunities for
the River. Information from these workshops
helped the Task Force discern user needs and
desires for the River corridor, identify problem
areas, and locate important pedestrian connec-
tions. The next step was to host a design char-
rette in partnership with the National Park
Service and American Society of Landscape Ar-
chitects to generate solutions to these specific
challenges and illustrate the resulting design
concepts.

This three-day workshop was held in Janu-
ary of 2002 and brought together artists, land-
scape designers, planners, citizens, and policy
makers to identify a new focus for the River.
The outcomes from the workshop reiterated
what the Task Force had already

3
Riverwide Concepts
and Programs

Beyond the value of commerce rivers
bring to cities is the value of the
ambience, of amenity, of aesthetic
presence they provide. Rivers offer
fluid, free-flowing counterpoint to the
rigid structures and predictable order of
cities. They introduce a corridor of
nature between corridors of asphalt and
they remind city dwellers of the natural
world beyond the urban boundary.

Dave Bolling, author
How to Save a River



acknowledged—that the San Lorenzo River is
an important open space area in the City and
that the community has many opportunities to
create a new, positive relationship with the Riv-
er for the future.

In January 2002, in a symbolic first step to
recognize and embrace the River as part of the
urban life of Santa Cruz, the Task Force re-
named the levee trail system and its related fa-
cilities and amenities (currently commonly
referred to as “the levee”) as the “San Lorenzo
Riverway.” In doing so, the Task Force hoped
to create not only a new linear city park but a
new nomenclature for referring to the River—
one that recognizes its value as a recreation
feature, an alternative transportation corridor,
and a significant fish and wildlife habitat and an
amenity worthy of community support and in-
volvement. “San Lorenzo Riverway” captures
these goals in a recognizable place name
for the newly completed flood control project
and trail system.

3.2 Defining the Riverway:
System-wide Recommendations
The Urban River Plan recognizes the San

Lorenzo Riverway as an exciting network of
places to be discovered during one’s journey
along the River. It can indeed become the sig-
nature of the City over the next 20 years. The
Riverway includes riverfront places, river views,
and river-related activities that will be developed
or enhanced to integrate the River into the
downtown fabric. This section of the plan pro-
vides recommendations for ongoing and future
treatment of the San Lorenzo Riverway to en-
hance its function as an open space area,
transportation corridor, a recreation feature, and
an environ for community activities. These rec-
ommendations focus on system-wide themes
that are not reach specific and are both physical
and programmatic in nature.

The River as an Alternative
Transportation Corridor

The Corps flood control improvement project
has provided substantial improvements to the
trail system along the levee crest, however ad-
ditional improvements such as completing bicy-
cle and pedestrian bridges, improved access at
existing ramps, and directional signage are still
needed.  The river pathway system provides the
best opportunity to maintain an alternative

transportation route accommodating pedestri-
ans, bicycles, and wheelchairs from the beach
to the River Street/Highway 1 area. This loop
trail system, with its many east-west lateral ac-
cess points to adjacent neighborhoods, offers
alternative transportation options for residents
and visitors. Increased use of the River trail sys-
tem will help alleviate existing illegal activities
along the Riverway.

The following system-wide recommendations
meet the goals of improving public access and
pedestrian/bicycle movement to and along the
River, as well as improving the urban and neigh-
borhood interface with the San Lorenzo River,
Branciforte Creek and Jessie Street Marsh.

Recommendations
• Complete pedestrian/bicycle bridges at High-

way One/Felker Street and the confluence of
Branciforte Creek and the San Lorenzo Riv-
er. Secure funding for design and construc-
tion of these projects.

• Complete the upgrade and widening of the
Union Pacific Railroad Trestle at the river-
mouth to provide safer pedestrian and bicy-
cle use along this route.

• Improve pedestrian/bicycle access between
the Riverway and Jessie Street Marsh and
Oceanview Park.

• Identify and program parking areas for trail
system users into current and future trans-
portation planning efforts. Provide signage
and facilities such as stairs and ramps lead-
ing up to the trail in order to dissuade “short-
cuts” through landscaping.

• Access and pathways in the Front Street cor-
ridor should be designed to draw people out
of the downtown to the River.

• Access and pathways from the neighbor-
hoods at Ocean Street and Barson Street
should be designed to facilitate pedestrian
and bicycle use.

• Continue to provide disabled access to ar-
eas and facilities of the river.

The River as a Recreation Feature

For all its current and potential contributions
to the quality of life in Santa Cruz, the San
Lorenzo Riverway offers perhaps the greatest
opportunity for enhancing recreational use of
the River. Recreational access along the River
provides opportunities for public interaction with
the River corridor for enjoyment, education and



continued stewardship. A multitude of recre-
ational opportunities exist along the Riverway:
hiking, picnicing, bicycling, jogging, skating,
birdwatching, etc. Water-based activities such
as kayaking and canoeing are increasingly pop-
ular sports. Participants in public workshops or-
ganized to solicit input for this Urban River Plan
advocated to allow kayaks and other small
boats access to the River for at least seasonal
use. While existing City policy (Santa Cruz City
Municipal Code Section 9.66.090 and Section
9.66.030) prohibits the use of water sports
equipment and boats in the San Lorenzo River,
this plan recommends consideration of future
possibilities for providing water-based recre-
ational opportunities on a limited basis.

The following system-wide recommenda-
tions meet the plan goal of improving the scenic
and recreational value of the River.

Recommendations

• Develop a San Lorenzo Riverway trail im-
provement program that addresses infra-
structure improvements (lighting, safety, call
boxes), signage, wayfinding, interpretation
and trail linkages. Trail lighting should be de-
signed to be non-intrusive to fish and wildlife
and energy efficient.

• Develop a system of unpaved nature paths
on the levee slopes near riparian areas to
enhance wildlife viewing activities. Design
bird-viewing platforms and observation
decks so as not to disturb wildlife. Platforms
and observation decks should be construct-
ed so as to avoid conflicts with flood capaci-
ty.

• Develop a map of the San Lorenzo Riverway
including regional trail links (Sanctuary Sce-
nic Trail and California Coastal Trail) and key
lateral access areas. Place the map at direc-
tional locations along the Riverway.

• Develop recreational guides for the river and
associated activities. Investigate potential for
creation of par course along the Riverway.

• Review existing City ordinances prohibiting
use of the river for kayaking and canoeing;
explore opportunities for establishing a sea-
sonal boating program with appropriate
launching facilities and public safety mea-
sures. The boating program should be de-
signed so as to avoid conflicts with fish and
wildlife and public safety.

System-wide Operations and Maintenance

The San Lorenzo Riverway represents one
of the most significant investments of public
funds over the last ten years. The Riverway in-
cludes over 3,000 native plants and 2.5 linear
miles of parkland that now need to be main-
tained. Although past expenditures on the river
have largely been directed toward flood control
maintenance and operations, the Riverway is a
substantial new public park and open space in
the City and will require increased expendi-
tures for staffing, operations, and capital im-
provements. Increased expenditures can also
be expected in other departments such as po-
lice, fire, and public works (transportation) as
the community makes more and more use of
the Riverway.

The following system-wide recommenda-
tions meet the Urban River Plan goal maintain-
ing the flood capacity of the River and
Branciforte Creek and enhancing the biological
values of the River for fish and wildlife.

Recommendations
• Establish a “River Coordinator” position to

facilitate coordination of maintenance, man-
agement, restoration, and monitoring
projects for the river.  The River Coordinator
would seek and procure project grants, co-
ordinate with City staff and community
groups, and be the lead staff for plan imple-
mentation.

• Provide adequate operations and mainte-
nance staffing levels in the Parks and Recre-
ation and Public Works departments to
maintain existing Riverway facilities and rec-
ommended improvements of the Urban Riv-
er Plan.

• Establish a staff-level “River Management
and Maintenance Coordinating Group” com-
prised of staff from Parks and Recreation,
Public Works, Water, Planning, Police, Fire,
and Redevelopment to coordinate ongoing
management and maintenance projects on
the levee and in the river.

• The City should devote consistent attention
to issues of public safety, maintenance, and
enforcement of ordinances to reduce harm-
ful effects of human activity (e.g. camping,
illegal activities) that degrades environmental
or recreational qualities.

• Develop and implement a litter control pro-
gram on the San Lorenzo Riverway including
monthly large-scale cleanups of areas that
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present public health hazards.
• Work with code enforcement to continue

abatement of illegal dumping along the San
Lorenzo Riverway.

• Evaluate conditions of landscaped areas
and conditions of native vegetation installed
as part of the flood control improvement
project. Work with a qualified botanist to de-
velop a replacement plant list should mortali-
ty occur in landscape areas and ensure
implementation of remediation plans.

• Develop a river management and steward-
ship training program for City of Santa Cruz
staff to inform staff of the river’s sensitive re-
sources and unique management require-
ments.

• Investigate options for volunteer programs
and community service programs to assist

with maintenance and management respon-
sibilities.

• Conduct annual vegetation and sediment
management program for flood control main-
tenance.

Community Outreach and Education
Public outreach and education are a critical

component of the San Lorenzo Urban River
Plan. These programs will expand the commu-
nity’s awareness of the San Lorenzo River,
Jessie Street Marsh, and Branciforte Creek in-
creasing community involvement and conserva-
tion of these waterways. Increased public
involvement in the River will help the City meet
its management responsibilities for the River.
Public interest in and use of the Riverway will
focus more “eyes” on the River and its ameni-
ties, raise contributions of volunteer hours and
services, and educate a new generation about
the River, its natural and cultural history, and
develop a sense of pride and ownership.

The following recommendations will help to
achieve the plan goal of incorporating the River,
marsh, and creek into downtown and neighbor-
hood activities.

Recommendations

• Provide regular updates about the River and
creek to the community via the newspaper
and media (ie., Community Television, local
radio station, or City-based website).

• Develop an “Adopt- A-Riverbank” program
for participation by local businesses,
schools, community and neighborhood
groups.  Activities could include litter control,
planting, and ecological monitoring.

• Conduct annual River tours and priority plan-
ning sessions for the City Council.

• Develop multi-lingual materials and educa-
tional products about the River.

• Participate in National River Cleanup Week
annually during the second week of May as
an awareness raising celebration.

• Work with local schools and outdoor educa-
tion programs to utilize the River as an out-
door classroom.

• Develop and implement a docent program
for natural history tours in cooperation with
the Museum of Natural History or Parks De-
partment Ranger Programs.

• Establish a “Friends of the San Lorenzo
River” non-governmental organization to
partner with the City of Santa Cruz and oth-
er agencies and organizations on public
outreach programs and Riverway projects.
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Introduction
This chapter provides reach specific recom-

mendations for sites along the San Lorenzo
Riverway. As described in Chapter 1, for plan-
ning purposes, the Riverway has been divided
into three distinct reaches: the Estuarine Reach
(rivermouth to Laurel Street); Transitional Reach
(Laurel Street to Water Street); and the Riverine
Reach (Water Street to Highway 1). This system
of division reflects the biologic and hydrologic
conditions of the River environment as well as
the distinct neighborhood and urban areas ad-
jacent to the River.

By dividing the River into distinct reaches,
projects can be clearly defined and priorities set
on improvements to the Riverway over the 20-
year plan period. One of the most important
components of the plan is that it be comprised
of realistic projects that can be accomplished
within a defined time period. It is the intent of
the Task Force that the plan include aesthetic
as well as functional improvements for the Riv-
erway—that the Riverway gain a sense of unifi-
cation as projects are completed in specific
reaches and sites. The Riverway will then be-
come an important recreational and transporta-
tion corridor for residents and visitors. As
previously mentioned, conceptual plans are
provided to stimulate potential design ideas and
to encourage appropriate uses, scale and orien-
tation in adjacent areas along the River. Con-
ceptual plans included in this chapter are for
example purposes only.

4.1 Design Improvements
The San Lorenzo Riverway consists of sev-

eral existing public sites and accessways. Dur-
ing the development of the Urban River Plan,
the Task Force collected public comment about
opportunities for existing areas and sites along
the Riverway. This information was compiled
and presented to Task Force members, artists,
landscape designers, and planners as part of
the design workshop held in January 2002. The
goal of the design workshop was to provide
ideas for “fine tuning” the existing sites and ac-
cessways along the Riverway to provide a more
unified recreation area for the community. Par-
ticipants in the design workshop visited and re-
viewed the existing parks adjacent to the
Riverway as well as parking areas (formal and
informal), street connections, signage and gen-
eral trail characteristics and use patterns. Tak-

4
Reach
Specific
Recommendations

Figure 4
Focus sites are existing

sites that can be made into
river-oriented public spaces
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ing this information, the participants developed
three different types of improvements that could
be done along the Riverway to provide a more
unified recreation experience.

The three types of design improvements
that could be implemented at existing sites
along the Riverway include focus sites, access
nodes, and urban interface connections.

Focus sites are public spaces within or adja-
cent to the Riverway corridor that create a desti-
nation or unique Riverway experience for the
Riverway user (Figure 4). Most focus sites will
be located on existing Riverway land, but in
some cases focus sites may involve land acqui-
sition or easements. Focus sites are intended to
increase Riverway use, increase awareness
and appreciation for the Riverway, create con-

Figure 5
Access nodes are located where
ramps and the Riverway trail
converge

sistency in pathway treatments and amenities
and add visual focal points. Improvements to
focus sites will include the following:

• Plazas and public spaces
• Entry features
• Interpretative features
• Public art Seating
• Education facilities
• Defining trail access parking areas through

striping and entry markers
Access nodes are sites where existing

streets, bridges, and/or stairways converge with
the Riverway trail and provide opportunities for
seating, public art, and signage (Figure 5). Ac-
cess nodes are important features along the
Riverway because they provide the user with a
sense that they are traveling along a network of
interconnected places with common landscape
features such as design elements (ie., pave-
ment treatments, walls or vertical markers), and
wayfinding elements.

Access nodes should indicate to the River-
way user that they have arrived on the River-
way and the Riverway is there to discover and
explore. Access nodes will include the following
elements:

• Pavement treatments (to differentiate from

Figure 6
Natural Materials

Palette of Riverway
Features

Saltate bench

Sandblasted
text on saltates identifies
location,
name of park, interpretive
facts, etc.

Prefab concrete (to
look like stone)

trash can
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Figure 7
Natural

Materials
Palette of
Riverway
Features

Drinking
fountain

Identification, interpretation
or regulation panel inset into
stone

Stucco/stone cap bench
and planter

Figure 9
Sample interpretive

treatment: River’s
Perch

Figure 8
Sample pavement
treatment: Trail
Crossroads
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asphalt path and announce the connection
to the Riverway corridor)

• Thematic fencing/walls/arbors
• Seating
• Directional and informational signage
• Public art features
• Riverway markers

Figures 6-9 show sample design standards
for access nodes. In general, materials should
be natural (ie., stone or stucco) and designed to
be vandal-proof and non-intrusive to the unde-
veloped feel of the Riverway. It is preferred that
these features be design build rather than se-
lected from a catalog.

Urban interface connections are envisioned as
“fingers of green” that expand and connect the
Riverway corridor into the community and
neighborhoods through the installation of street
trees, pavement treatments, and public art ele-
ments along specific streets and corridors.
These “fingers of green” provide hints and re-
minders to visitors and residents that by follow-
ing the routes they will end up at the River and
Riverway trail. Urban interface connections may
also include directional signage or orientation
symbols from downtown areas and other neigh-
borhood areas such as Beach Flats and lower
Ocean Street. Public art is another element that
can play on river themes and remind the com-
munity that the River is nearby.

4.2 Site Specific Recommendations
in River Reaches
The following discussion addresses im-

provements to each of the three planning
reaches and identifies focus sites, access
nodes, and urban interface connections located
within each reach.

The San Lorenzo Riverway currently con-

sists of a 12-foot wide asphalt path running the
length of the levee on the west and east banks
for a total of five linear miles. The Riverway trail
includes American Disabilities Act (ADA) acces-
sible ramps at all major bridges. Other ameni-
ties such as seating, lighting, signage, public
art, and interpretive elements do not currently
exist on the Riverway. The Riverway is land-
scaped on the outer banks with native riparian
trees and shrubs. The inner banks are not land-
scaped but have a mix of native and nonnative
plants characteristics of streams on the Central
Coast. The three planning reaches and their ex-
isting characteristics are described below. Rec-
ommendations for focus sites, access nodes,
and urban interface connections follow the
reach descriptions. Conceptual designs devel-
oped in the design charette are included for
each site to provide conceptual ideas for exist-
ing areas.

Estuarine Reach
The Estuarine Reach is the last segment of

the San Lorenzo Riverway and runs from Laurel
Street to the rivermouth (Figure 10). The Estua-
rine Reach refers to the portion of the River
where tidal action changes the aquatic environ-
ment to a brackish system and influences the
types of plants that can grow in the area. The
Estuarine reach also becomes a lagoon in the
late summer when the sandbar at the river-
mouth closes and freshwater inflows cause the
estuary to fill and become a lagoon. During the
period of sandbar closure the lagoon slowly
converts to freshwater. The Estuarine Reach is
one of the most complicated areas biologically
and hydrologically in the river system.

Neighborhood areas adjacent to the Estua-
rine Reach include Beach Flats, Seabright and
Lower Ocean Street. The neighborhoods in this
reach are developed with housing and commer-
cial land uses. The Santa Cruz Beach Board-
walk and its associated facilities including the
Third Street parking lot are located in the Estua-
rine Reach. Jessie Street Marsh is located on
the southeast bank of this reach immediately
upstream of the rivermouth. Existing parks in
this reach include Mike Fox Tennis Park and
Jessie Street Marsh Park. In this reach the Riv-
erway can be accessed via ramps at Riverside

Figure 11
Mike Fox Park
Focus Site
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Avenue Bridge, Canfield Avenue, Jessie Street,
Third Street, and near the Trestle Bridge at the
terminus of the levee. The Southern Pacific
Railroad Trestle Bridge located at the terminus
of the Riverway provides east-west access over
the River from the Seabright area to Beach
Flats.

Focus Sites—The Estuarine Reach includes four
focus sites: Mike Fox Park, the Riverbend/Lau-
rel Street Extension area, the terminus of the
Riverway trail on the east bank at Jessie Street
Marsh, and the Trestle Bridge area. Improve-
ments at these focus sites include defining trail
access parking with marked spaces and entry
sites, creating additional river view areas
through construction of small thematic plazas
and informal nature trails, and enhancing recre-
ational use.

Mike Fox Park is a large regional park locat-
ed on the east side of the River on San Lorenzo
Boulevard. Except for four public tennis courts
and several picnic tables, much of the park is un-
improved. There is no designated parking area
and access to the Riverway trail is from the
northern and southern ends of the park via pe-
destrian and maintenance vehicle access ramps

(Figure 11).
Streambanks are flatter in this area and a

small seasonal beach is formed along the river-
bank from the Riverside Avenue Bridge up-
stream. Improvements proposed for Mike Fox
Park include defining parking with marked spac-
es and entry sites, providing additional picnic
areas, and creating a seasonal events plaza at
the northern end of the park on an existing turf
area. Creation of an informal nature path on the
inner levee bank with seasonal overlooks and
seating will provide opportunities for wildlife
watching and streambank and River monitoring.
The park may also serve as a location for a kay-
ak vendor if seasonal boating is ever estab-
lished for the river. This park would also be
appropriate for a public restroom. See Figure
12 for additional concepts that may be imple-
mented at this focus site.

The Riverbend/Laurel Street Extension area
is currently in design and construction planning
as a cooperative project with the U.S. Army
Corps of Engineers as Phase 3 of the San
Lorenzo River Flood Control Improvement and
Environmental Restoration Project. Construc-
tion is anticipated to occur in 2003/2004. Im-
provements will include a one-way road from

Figure 13
Conceptual Plan for

Riverbend/Laurel Street
Extension Focus Site
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Figure 14
Conceptual Plan for

Riverbend/Laurel Street
Extension Focus Site:

River View Plaza

Laurel Street Extension to Third Street, a River
view plaza off Third Street and a pedestrian/
bike trail that will complete the Riverway trail un-
der the Riverside Bridge. The River view plaza
will provide opportunities to interpret the cultural
and natural history of the River. See Figures 13
and 14 for conceptual drawings of the improve-
ments at this focus site.

The terminus of the Riverway trail on the
east bank is at East Cliff Drive directly across
from Jessie Street Marsh (Figure 15). The termi-
nus is landscaped but has no other improve-
ments. This area could be improved through
providing a River view plaza area which would

Figure 15
Jessie Street
Focus Site

Figure 17
Trestle Bridge

Focus Site

Figure 18
Trestle Bridge

Focus Site
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Figure 16
Conceptual Plan
for Jessie Street

Focus Site



SAN LORENZO URBAN RIVER PLANPB

Figure 19
Conceptual Plan for Trestle

Bridge
 Focus Site
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take advantage of the views and natural and
cultural features of this site. This area should
also emphasize a relationship with Jessie Street
Marsh through signage, interpretation, and edu-
cational planting areas of appropriate flora. Ex-
isting site conditions and public safety
constraints make it difficult to provide a formal
connection to Jessie Street Marsh without major
transportation improvements at this site. Con-
flicts with vehicular traffic going both directions
on East Cliff Drive are common in this area due
to the lack of a signal light or crosswalk. Origi-
nal plans for the River developed in 1987 dis-
cussed the idea of a cantilevered bicycle trail
above the River along East Cliff Drive. This de-

Figure 22
Third Street Ramp Access

Node

Figure 23
Barson Street
Access Node

Figure 20
Beach Hill Stairs Access

Node

Figure 21
Canfield Avenue Access

Node

sign should be reconsidered in transportation
improvement plans for this area to address pub-
lic access and safety concerns. Additional con-
sideration should be given to creating an
underpass to connect the east Riverway trail
with the Oceanview Park trail and Jessie Street
Marsh. See Figure 16 for conceptual plans for
this focus site.

The Trestle Bridge area is a confusing array
of public and private property hampered by the
presence of the wall along the Santa Cruz Beach
Boardwalk’s log ride and the private parking area
at the terminus of the levee trail. Yet the Trestle
Bridge area offers dramatic views of the river and
Monterey Bay and the beach (see Figures 17
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Specific Location Improvement Type Recommended Improvements

Mike Fox Park Focus Area • Define trail access parking with marked spaces and
entry • Provide additional picnic areas

• Create plaza and community gathering circle and
program community events and celebrations

• Possible future kayak vendor site
• Install public restrooms
• Add nature trails with seasonal overlooks
• Add Riverway markers, directional and interpretive

signage, and public art opportunities
Riverbend/ Focus Area • Create Riverview plaza
Laurel Street Extension • Add interpretive features

focusing on the area’s history
Trail terminus Focus Area • Create Riverview plaza highlighting the cultural and
at East Cliff Drive natural history of the River and Bay.
(Jessie Street Marsh) • Add Seating

• Add Riverway markers, directional and interpretive
signage, and public art opportunities

Trestle Bridge area/ Focus Area • Make beach access more user friendly
Rivermouth • Construct River view plaza

• Emphasize gateway to Riverway trail with Riverway
markers, directional and interpretive signs, a staffed

kiosk,
and other public art opportunites

• Connect to the trails over the Trestle Bridge and
Boardwalk.

• Identify opportunity to acquire parking lot for
redevelopment

as a River restoration area.

Third Street Access Node • Pavement treatment
• Provide orientation symbols
• Install public art

Canfield Avenue Access Node • Pavement treatment
• Provide orientation symbols

Barson Access Node • Pavement treatment
• Provide orientation symbols
• Improvements for bikes and strollers

Beach Hill Stairway Access Node • Pavement treatment
• Provide orientation symbols
• Install public art

Lower Ocean to Urban Interface • Plant street trees
East Cliff Connection
Barson Street to Urban Interface • Plant street trees
Riverside Connection
East Cliff to Urban Interface • Plant street trees
San Lorenzo Point Connection

Table 1
Summary Table of

Improvements in Estuarine
Reach
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Figure 25
Transitional
Reach Map

N
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Figure 26
Branciforte Creek

Confluence Area - Existing
Conditions

and 18) and is the gateway to the San Lorenzo
Riverway at its southern terminus. Goals for im-
provements to this focus area include ‘cluing’
Riverway users that beach access is available
and that bicycle and pedestrian access is avail-
able over the Trestle to the east side of the River.
The trestle bridge could also incorporate public
art features. The site would be fitting for a River
view plaza that takes advantage of the views to
Monterey Bay and should highlight the cultural
and natural resources of the area. Another fea-
ture of the site is the large parking lot off of Third
Street. This parcel should be considered for res-
toration to wetland habitat to lessen the visual
impact of the parking lot adjacent to the River.
Chapter 6 addresses this area in more detail.
Figure 19 shows conceptual plans for the Trestle
Bridge site.

Access Nodes - The Estuarine Reach includes
four sites appropriate for access nodes. These
sites include (1) the Beach Hill stairway from
Cliff Street where it ends at Laurel Street exten-
sion, (2) the Riverway trail access ramp at Can-
field Avenue, (3) the Riverway trail access ramp
at Third Street, and (4) a Riverway trail access
ramp at the western end of Barson Street (Fig-
ures 20-23).  Improvements to these access
nodes will include pavement treatments, themat-
ic fencing/walls/arbors, and directional and infor-
mational signage. Refer to figures 6-9
previously for sample design treatments for use
in these access nodes. Improving these nodes
will help to orient users to the Riverway trail.

Urban Interface Connections - Urban interface con-
nections should be provided at three sites in the
Estuarine Reach: (1) Lower Ocean Street to
East Cliff Drive, (2) Barson Street to Ocean
Street, and (3) East Cliff Drive to San Lorenzo
Point. Improvements to these streets should in-
clude street trees and signage indicating the lo-
cation of the Riverway. These “fingers of green”
will help to define connections to the Riverway
from adjacent neighborhoods and arterials.

Figure 24 and Table 1 summarize all of the
improvements at sites in the Estuarine Reach.

Transitional Reach
The Transitional Reach includes the area

from the Laurel Street Bridge to the Water
Street Bridge (Figure 25). This area changes
with the closure of the sandbar during the later
summer and fall. When the sandbar is closed

this reach fills with freshwater and provides ad-
ditional habitat for steelhead. At times of the
year when the sandbar is open extreme tides
can bring saltwater into this area. During most
of the year this reach is freshwater and includes
important riparian habitat areas along San
Lorenzo Park. Branciforte Creek enters this
reach just above Soquel Avenue.

The neighborhood areas adjacent to this
reach include Pacific Avenue and downtown,
Front Street and San Lorenzo Park. Land uses
in this area of the river are largely commercial,
retail, office, and recreational. The Transitional
Reach includes San Lorenzo Park, a large re-
gional park, and Mimi De Marta park, a small
neighborhood park, both on the east side of the
river. The Santa Cruz County Government Cen-
ter is also located on the east bank. Front Street
is located on the west bank in this reach. Front
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Figure 28
Royal Taj/Soquel Avenue

Existing Conditions

Street is addressed in more detail in Chapter 6
of this plan. There are many public access
points throughout this reach, including ADA
ramps at Laurel Street, Soquel Avenue, and
Water Street Bridges. Circulation between the
west and east banks is facilitated by a pedestri-
an bridge at San Lorenzo Park.

Focus Sites - The focus sites in the Transi-
tional Reach include the Branciforte Creek/Da-
kota Avenue area, the Soquel Bridge/Royal Taj
area, and Mimi de Marta Park. Improvements
for focus sites in this
reach emphasize provid-
ing increased educational
and interpretive elements
as well as enhanced rec-
reational and access fea-
tures. These focus sites
are located along the
eastern bank and are tar-
geted at neighborhood
and regional users of the
Riverway.

Existing conditions at
the Branciforte Creek/Da-
kota Avenue area (Figure
26) include dumpster
storage, chain link fenc-
ing and non-native trees.
Access to the river and
creek is limited by over-
grown vegetation and
homeless encampments
prevent safe access from

San Lorenzo Park and Dakota Street. Con-
nection to San Lorenzo Park, the Riverway
trail and Branciforte Creek is undefined. The
confluence area of Branciforte Creek and San
Lorenzo River does provide dramatic views of
the River. These opportunities, as well as de-
fined trail connections, should be capitalized
on in this focus site. Proposed improvements
include a River view plaza at the north side of
Branciforte Creek with a seasonal access to
the creek and River via stairs and a temporary
creek crossing (Figure 27). Redesign of the

existing north wall of the
flood control channel
should also be consid-
ered to lessen the visual
bluntness of the wall. A
step down design of the
wall may be appropriate
without compromising the
engineered flood control
integrity. Reconfiguration
of the point of land north-
east of the confluence
should also be explored.
A seasonally opened na-
ture path at the conflu-
ence features interpretive
information and over-
looks. On the south side
of Branciforte Creek op-
portunities exist to rede-
velop the Dakota Street
office complex to be
more river oriented and

Figure 31
Mimi De Marta

Focus Site
Existing Conditions
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Figure 32
Conceptual Plan for Mimi

De Marta
 Focus Site
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to possibly accommodate a River Education
Center and parking in the future.

Another significant feature that will occur in
the Branciforte Creek/Dakota Avenue area is
the construction of a pedestrian/bicycle bridge
that connects the existing Riverway path under
Soquel Bridge and over Branciforte Creek to
San Lorenzo Park. While the bridge is not cur-
rently designed, it is programmed for construc-
tion within the next 10 years. This bridge will
greatly enhance the access options on the east
bank of the Riverway. It is an opportunity to in-
tegrate public art, and will also serve to bring
people to the proposed River view plaza at the

Figure 34
Pedestrian

Bridge East Bank Access
Node

Figure 33
Pedestrian

Bridge West Bank
Access Node

confluence with Branciforte Creek. A conceptual
route for the bridge and trail is shown in Figure
27 in relation to the River view plaza and other
improvements proposed for this site.

The Soquel Bridge/Royal Taj area suffers
from an incomplete and confusing parking lot
and bikeway design that conflict with vehicle
and parking uses. The Riverway trail abruptly
terminates at the entrance to the restaurant
parking lot at Riverside Avenue. The Riverway
trail is indicated only by its raised elevation from
the parking area in certain areas, but is not
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Specific Location Improvement Type Recommended Improvements

Branciforte Creek/ Focus Area • Construct River view plaza
Dakota Avenue • Provide River access through informal trail and

overlook features
• Add seasonal creek crossing
• Incorporate future River Education Center
• Construct pedestrian/bicycle bridge over Branciforte

Creek
• Relocate dumpster and maintenance facilities
• Connect to Riverway and Branciforte trails and

San Lorenzo Park.
• Add Riverway markers, directional and interpretive

signage, and public art opportunities.
Soquel Avenue Bridge/ Focus Area • Define trail access parking with marked spaces and
entry
Royal Taj • Separate bike path from parking

• Prevent illegal parking on bike path
• Identify potential site for public restroom
• Landscape parking area with trees
• Install boulder (saltate) barrier for bike path
• Add Riverway markers, directional and interpretive

signage, and public art opportunities
Mimi de Marta Park Focus Area • Define trail access parking with marked spaces and
entry

• Add additional recreation elements
• Construct River view plaza at levee top
• Create informal nature trail
• Add Riverway markers, directional and interpretive

signage, and public art opportunities
Front Street Plaza @ Focus Area • Construct River view plaza
Cathcart or Maple Lane • Add Riverway markers, directional and interpretive
signage, (see Chapter 6) and public art opportunities
Existing pedestrian bridge Access Node • Provide orientation signage

• Create interpretive features
Cathcart Ramp Access Node • Provide orientation signage

• Create interpretive features
Maple Lane Ramp Access Node • Provide orientation signage

• Create interpretive features
Church/Cooper Urban Interface • Plant street trees
Streets via Galleria Connection • Provide orientation symbols
Pacific Avenue Urban Interface • Plant street trees
via Cathcart Connection • Provide orientation symbols

• Install public art
Pacific Avenue Urban Interface • Plant street trees
via Maple Lane Connection • Provide orientation symbols

• Install public art

Table 2
Summary Table of

Improvements in
Transitional Reach
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striped and cars often park on it obstructing trail
users (Figure 28). The driveway/trail area is
also used by delivery trucks, creating additional
confusion in the area. The area is devoid of
vegetation and illegal dumping occurs here and
under Soquel Bridge.

Proposals for this area include formalizing
the parking area for the restaurant as two small-
er lots with trees screening the bridge and So-
quel Drive (Figure 29) and delineating the
Riverway trail with boulders or other rock ele-
ments to carry with the theme of the river sal-
tates (see Public Art Master Plan) thus
discouraging illegal parking and undefined vehi-
cle use. This area could also be a site for an
additional public restroom but would require ne-
gotiations with property owners. If redevelop-
ment were to occur on this area, a river oriented
commercial use could be created (Figure 30)
with parking and trail uses more clearly delin-
eated at the Riverside Drive frontage. Direction-
al and informational signs, Riverway markers,
and additional plantings will help define this
area.

Mimi de Marta Park is a small neighborhood
park with only limited facilities (2 picnic bench-
es). The park is located at the terminus of
Broadway Avenue. A cul-de-sac provides infor-
mal parking (Figure 31) and a large ramp pro-
vides pedestrian and bicycle access to the
Riverway trail.  Maintenance vehicles also use
this ramp. This small park is located in an area
that receives significant neighborhood traffic
and could be enhanced through defining trail
access parking with marked spaces and an en-
try marker, adding additional recreational ele-
ments (ie., sand volleyball or basketball court,
picnic areas) and developing a thematic river
plaza area and informal nature trail for bird-
watching and other wildlife viewing activities
(Figure 32).

Access Nodes - Access nodes should be created
at both sides of the existing pedestrian bridge
near the County Government Center in the
Transitional Reach (Figures 33 and 34) and at
Cathcart Street and Maple Street off of Front
Street. The bridge currently provides the main
access for pedestrians and bicyclists crossing
the river and is an important route from the
County Government Center to downtown and
Pacific Avenue. The access nodes should be
designed to compliment one another as well as
provide directional and interpretive information
for trail users.  Improvements should include

Figure 38
Gateway Plaza
Focus Site

Figure 37
Felker Street

Focus Site

Figure 39
Pedestrian

Bridge and Trail
Connection

Locations
Steven Grover & Associates
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pavement treatments, directional and informa-
tional signage, and Riverway markers.

Urban Interface Connections - The goal of the ur-
ban interface connections in the Transitional
Reach is to provide features that connect down-
town areas with the River via “green corridors”
of trees and landscaping. Street trees and sig-
nage should be provided from Pacific Avenue
via Cathcart Street and Maple Lane to the River.
Dakota Street should also be treated as an ur-
ban interface connection to draw attention to
the Branciforte Creek confluence area.

Figure 35 and Table 2 summarize all of the
improvements at sites in the Transitional Reach.

Riverine Reach
The Riverine Reach extends from the Water

Street Bridge to Highway One (Figure 36). This
reach is entirely freshwater during all times of
the year. Extensive stands of riparian vegeta-
tion are found in this reach. The nomenclature
for the reach reflects its behavior as a freshwa-
ter river system with habitat supportive of fish
and wildlife. Tidal action does not affect the hy-
drology in this area of the River.

Neighborhoods and commercial areas adja-

Figure 42
Josephine Street Access

Node

Figure 43
West Bank Water Street

Bridge
Access Node

Figure 44
East Bank Water Street

Bridge
Access Node

cent to this reach include Felker Street, Jose-
phine Street, the El Rio Mobile Home Park,
and the Gateway Shopping Center. There are
four Riverway trail access points on the east
bank at Felker Street, Pryce Street, Kennan
Street and Blaine Street. Felker Street is identi-
fied as a focus site connecting to the proposed
bridge across the River. Three public access
points are located on the west bank as well
and include the Gateway Plaza commercial
area, Josephine Street and El Rio Mobile
Home Park. The Gateway Center access is a
public plaza connected to the top of the levee.

Focus Sites - The focus sites along the Riverine
Reach include the Felker Street cul-de-sac and
the levee crest plaza located at Gateway Cen-
ter (Figures 37 and 38). These two sites will be
linked together with the construction of the new
pedestrian bridge programmed for construction
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Figure 40
Conceptual Plan

for Felker Street Focus Site
 & Gateway Plaza
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Specific Location Improvement Type Recommended Improvements

Felker Street Focus Area • Define trail access parking with marked spaces and
entry

• Create stair access up levee: incorporate art into
risers

• Provide handicap access side trail
• Provide vertical entry feature
• Incorporate small thematic plaza as gateway feature
• Tie to pedestrian bridge
• Revegetate social trails
• Plan for future trail connection under Highway 1
• Create public art area near Highway 1 bridge for

vertical announcement pieces
Gateway Center Plaza Focus Area • Integrate pathway into existing plaza:

add focal feature to plaza
• Create lower plaza in shopping center area
• Program both public spaces for events
• Tie to pedestrian bridge
• Consider formation of dog area
• Partner with Gateway businesses for joint use of

facilities
Josephine Street Access Node • Incorporate pavement treatment

• Construct low boulder wall/saltates
• Provide orientation signage

Felker Street Urban Interface • Plant street trees
Connection • Provide orientation symbols Table 3

Summary Table
of Improvements

in Riverine Reach



Figure 45
Summary Map of
Improvements in
Riverine Reach



Introduction
Branciforte Creek is an important feature in

both the biotic and hydrologic character of the
San Lorenzo River and the urban area sur-
rounding the River. Branciforte Creek flows into
the San Lorenzo River near Dakota Street and
Soquel Avenue. Its natural appearance is
masked by the concrete flood control structure
that runs the first one-mile of the creek from its
confluence with the River. The 1987 San Loren-
zo River Design Concept Plan did not provide
site-specific recommendations for Branciforte
Creek and largely left the creek out of the plan-
ning discussion. During plan development by
the San Lorenzo Urban River Plan Task Force
in 2000, it was agreed that Branciforte Creek
was an integral component of the river and
should be included in the updated San Lorenzo
Urban River Plan.

This chapter provides recommendations for
Branciforte Creek and its surrounding neighbor-
hoods. The planning area includes the Branci-
forte Creek corridor (including the flood control
channel along with City-owned easements west
and east of the channel) from the creek’s con-
fluence east to the City limits north of Highway
1 (Figure 46).  Private properties adjacent to the
creek are not part of the planning area.

5.1 Area Description and Current Conditions

Branciforte Creek is the largest tributary
flowing into the San Lorenzo River in the City
of Santa Cruz. Branciforte Creek drains an ap-
proximate 17-square mile watershed and in-
cludes the drainage area of Carbonera Creek.
The lowest one-mile of the creek was convert-
ed into a concrete flood control channel during
the construction of the San Lorenzo River
Flood Control Project from 1957-1959 by the
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (Corps). The
flood control channel begins at the confluence
with the San Lorenzo River and continues
5,200 feet upstream. The channel is trapezoi-
dal (mostly rectangular) in shape with sidewalls
varying from 13 to 22 feet in height and approx-
imately 35 feet wide. A fish passage channel
built in the center of the concrete channel is
designed to provide passage for steelhead
trout during low flow and drought conditions
(Figure 47). Carbonera Creek enters Branci-
forte Creek approximately one-quarter mile up-
stream from the upper end of the flood control
channel. Carbonera Creek drains the areas of

5
Branciforte
Creek
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Scotts Valley and the western area of the San
Lorenzo Valley. The flood control channel is de-
signed to convey the estimated 125-year recur-
rence interval flood. At the time of planning and
construction, the Corps estimated the 125-year
flood equal to 8,400 cubic feet per second.

The flood control channel is currently im-
paired due to accumulation of sediment and
vegetation throughout the channel. A flood con-
veyance assessment conducted in 2001 con-
cluded that the sediment and vegetation is
impacting the design flood capacity of the chan-
nel by a significant degree (Balance Hydrolog-
ics Inc., 2001). The maintenance agreement
with the Corps requires the City of Santa Cruz
to “prevent any encroachment in the project
channel which would interfere with its proper
functioning for flood control” including keeping
the channel clear of debris, weeds, and wild
growth and ensuring the capacity of the chan-
nel is not being reduced by the formation of
shoals (U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, 1959).
In recent decades, the area surrounding Scotts
Valley has undergone rapid development, dra-
matically increasing the impervious surface
present along Carbonera Creek. This land use
change has modified the timing of when flood
crests arrive at the flood control channel of
Branciforte Creek. The increased urbanization
in the watershed presumably decreases the
amount of time between when rains falls to
when a flood peak is generated in the creek
(Balance Hydrologics Inc., 2001). City officials
have estimated that the flood peak arrives ap-
proximately one and a half times sooner than
when the flood control channel was first con-
structed in 1959 (1.5 hours versus 3 hours).

Beginning above the flood control channel
near Market Street, Branciforte Creek becomes
a natural channel with native riparian habitat on
both streambanks. Branciforte Creek is known
to support steelhead trout (a federally listed
threatened species). The California Department
of Fish and Game conducted a stream invento-
ry of fishery habitat and species present in
1996. The inventory was largely focused on the
natural channel of Branciforte Creek and of-
fered little insight as to habitat conditions in the
flood-control channel (Balance Hydrologics Inc.,
2001). At the time of the survey steelhead were
observed well above the flood control channel
(between 3 and 8 miles upstream).  Recom-
mendations resulting from the 1996 Department
of Fish and Game study included conducting a

sediment-source study and developing man-
agement strategies based on the recommenda-
tions of the sediment source study. The report
also recommended increasing woody cover in
pools and flatwater habitats and continued
study of water temperatures.

Additional fisheries study was completed by
the Department of Fish and Game in November
2001 in the flood control channel portion of
Branciforte Creek. That study concluded that
although there was limited steelhead spawning
and rearing habitat noted within the concrete
channel, the quality of habitat was not optimal
(California Department of Fish and Game, un-
published). The study concluded that although
the concrete channel is providing little or no
habitat for spawning and rearing, it is essential
that the channel be maintained for optimal adult
and juvenile salmonid passage (California De-
partment of Fish and Game, unpublished).
Passage of salmonids is both an issue for
downstream migration (occurring in summer
and late fall) and for upstream migration (be-
ginning as early as January or February).
Downstream migration and passage may be
impeded by low flows, high temperatures and
lack of escape cover. These conditions may
lead to stranding of young fish or predation by
birds and other predators if the fish cannot hide
in deeper water. Upstream migration is compli-
cated by high stream flows (usually associated
with storm flows) and lack of resting areas for
fish migrating upstream. Without off stream or
instream resting areas (slow water areas, boul-
ders) upmigrating steelhead can fall victim to

Figure 47
Branciforte Creek Channel

with Fish Channel



exhaustion. Neighbors in the immediate area of
the flood control channel have reported seeing
upmigrating steelhead in the flood control
channel in recent years.

The natural and channelized portions of
Branciforte Creek provide habitat for birds,
small mammals, and amphibians and reptiles.
Bird censuses performed in 1999 on the natural
part of the channel (Gilchrist, 1999) identified18
different species, although no special status
species were observed during the census. Lo-
cally, Branciforte Creek is known as a birding
“hot spot” and members of the Santa Cruz Bird
Club visit the area frequently.

The neighborhoods immediately adjacent to
the channelized creek include Market Street,
Reed Way, Berkeley Way, and Dakota and May
Avenues. Land use in the immediate neighbor-
ing areas is primarily residential with some of-
fice uses near Market Street. San Lorenzo Park
is located at the confluence of Branciforte
Creek and the San Lorenzo River. The creek is
accessed by two utility access roads. One be-
gins at May Street and continues north to Water
Street along the east bank of the creek and the
other access road begins on the west bank at
May Avenue and continues to Market and Grant
Streets. These roads are owned and maintained
by the City of Santa Cruz and provide access
for maintenance of the flood control channel by
City vehicles as well as emergency access.

Branciforte Creek benefits greatly from the
involvement of a local neighborhood group, the
Neighbors of Branciforte Watershed. This group
has been instrumental in recruiting volunteers to
work on creek projects including volunteer wa-
ter quality monitoring. The Neighbors group has
hosted several informational workshops and
creek field trips and continues to host projects
such as planting days and creek cleanups.
Their continued involvement in the creek will be
essential to the success of improving the creek
as a natural and community resource.

Branciforte Creek faces many challenges in
both its biological recovery and in its role as a
prominent neighborhood feature. Recovering
fish and wildlife species to the Creek is ham-
pered by a lack of current studies and assess-
ments. There is much anecdotal information
concerning the Creek and its previous popula-
tions of steelhead. Current studies have been

spotty and incomplete in most conclusions re-
garding the effects of the flood control channel
on steelhead. Even less information is available
regarding bird habitat. A comprehensive as-
sessment of the watershed (biological and hy-
drological conditions) has not been completed
nor has an examination of the physical condi-
tions of the watershed (i.e., sediment sources).
These types of studies will need to be complet-
ed for an effective watershed-wide recovery ef-
fort for Branciforte Creek.

The Creek is a prominent feature in the lo-
cal neighborhood. Neighbors are especially in-
terested in improving the appearance of the
Creek and its access road and fencing. The
Creek and access roads are considered an
amenity by many neighbors as the route pro-
vides a safe and quiet pedestrian and bike
route to the downtown. Neighbors have ex-
pressed concerns about illegal camping in the
Creek and illegal dumping of trash and garbage
along the access road and in the Creek. In gen-
eral, neighbors have expressed an interest in
keeping the Creek cleaner and healthier for en-
joyment by neighbors and the community.

General Recommendations for
Branciforte Creek

• Conduct a watershed-wide, sediment source
investigation to develop a sediment-control
plan for benefiting aquatic life and reducing
sediment delivery to the flood control chan-
nel. The sediment-source investigation
should focus on Carbonera Creek and main-
stem Branciforte Creek.

• Continue investigations into providing en-
hanced habitat for steelhead trout compati-
ble with flood protection and with added
emphasis on areas upstream of the flood
control channel but within City ownership
(i.e., Delaveaga Park).

• Continue volunteer water quality monitoring
program and expand into monitoring stream
flow in summer months.

• In cooperation with federal and state agen-
cies pursue long-term solutions for steel-
head passage and habitat enhancement in
the flood control channel.

• Identify opportunities for land acquisition
along the creek corridor for increased flood
conveyance and storage.

5.2 Reach Specific Recommendations for
Branciforte Creek



For purposes of providing recommendations
for the Urban River Plan, Branciforte Creek has
been broken into three reaches to reflect com-
mon issues and needs in each reach. The
reaches include Reach 1 (confluence of San
Lorenzo River to the Water Street Bridge);
Reach 2 (Water Street Bridge to beginning of
the natural channel) and Reach 3 (natural chan-
nel to City limits including the confluence of
Carbonera Creek and upstream reach within
City limits). Recommendations for each reach
are provided with regards to flood control and
natural resource considerations, beautification
and recreational improvements and programs
for addressing neighborhood concerns and is-
sues.

Reach 1
(Confluence of San Lorenzo River to the
Water Street Bridge)

Reach 1 includes the flood control channel
from the confluence with the San Lorenzo River
to the Water Street Bridge. This reach includes
access roads on both sides of the creek begin-
ning at May Avenue and continuing north to
Water Street. The access roads are used regu-
larly by neighbors for walking and bicycling;
however, the western access road is more
heavily used. Problems with illegal camping and
dumping are more common on the eastern ac-
cess road and neighbors have expressed con-
cerns about these activities in this area. The
access roads are for flood control maintenance
and emergency access. The roads are not rec-
ognized as formal trails by the City of Santa
Cruz and so they receive no regular mainte-
nance as would be more typical of a City park
or trail area. The access roads are maintained
at 12 feet in width and the toe ditches on either
side of the maintenance road are cleared of de-
bris and garbage. A 2-acre parcel of vacant land
owned by the City is located just south of Water
Street on the east bank.

This reach is especially impacted by sedi-
ment and vegetation and requires maintenance
for ensuring design flood capacity. Several
storm drains empty into the flood control chan-
nel/creek within this reach. The County of Santa
Cruz Environmental Health Department has
documented high levels of fecal coliform dis-
charging from the storm drain near Ocean
Street (Ricker, 2000). This reach benefits from
extensive riparian vegetation from neighboring
residences. Several important species are

found along this reach including box elder and
California buckeye.

Recommendations
• Develop and implement a sediment and veg-

etation maintenance program within this
reach consistent with Corps flood control
maintenance requirements. The program
should reflect necessary protections for
steelhead passage requirements and water
quality. Sediment and vegetation mainte-
nance activities should be restricted to oc-
curring only in June 15 through October to
avoid impacts to steelhead.

• Conduct sediment removal downstream into
the zone of confluence with the San Lorenzo
River by excavating 1 to 2 feet of sediment
from the bed of the existing channel before
the onset of winter rains. The sediment de-
posited in the channel between the conflu-
ence and Ocean Street can remain if the
depth does not exceed one foot and reduc-
es to zero at Ocean Street.

• In cases where limited funding is available,
maintenance activities can focus on vegeta-
tion removal and sediment bars may be left
in place. However, periodic removal of sedi-
ment will be required to ensure design flood
capacity.

• Improve the storm drain at Ocean Street by
providing dry-weather diversion to the sewage
treatment plant.

• Produce an informational door hanger for
residents concerning water quality, illegal
dumping, and use of native species in land-
scaping.

• Investigate the feasibility of constructing a
pedestrian bridge linking the east and west
access roads south of Water Street.

• Work with the property owners at 550 Water
Street to obtain an easement for completing
the access road to Water Street on the west
side.

• Work with the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers
to remove chain link fencing and replace
with more aesthetic fencing.

• Investigate installation of wall treatments for
exterior walls of the flood control channel.

• Implement native riparian planting along
creekside areas in City ownership on the
east bank consistent with providing neces-
sary access for emergency and mainte-
nance vehicles.

• Remove non-native trees in areas owned by



the City of Santa Cruz and replace with ap-
propriate native tree species.

• Post signs and enforce City ordinances re-
garding camping and dumping.

• Provide and maintain dispensers for dog
waste disposal.

Reach 2
(Water Street to natural stream channel)

Reach 2 includes the flood control channel
from Water Street to the beginning of the natu-
ral stream channel. The access road continues
in this reach but only on the west bank. and
continues to the beginning of the natural chan-
nel. A pedestrian bridge crosses the creek at
Berkeley Way providing a crossing from the
east side of the creek to the west side and Hub-
bard Street. There are several small areas of
vacant city owned property along this reach in-
cluding at the corner of Water and Market
Streets, at the pedestrian bridge, and at the Se-
nior Center. This reach also benefits from ma-
ture riparian forest most of its length. These
trees are primarily found on private properties
adjacent to the flood control channel and in-
clude many native riparian species (box elder,
alder, buckeye).

This reach is less impacted by sediment and
vegetation in the channel except in its most
southern reach near Water Street where sedi-
ment and vegetation are impairing the channel.
Stormdrains also empty into this reach at Water
Street and the Senior Center. These drains
have not been documented with high levels of
fecal coliform, however limited testing has been
done on these drain outflows.

Recommendations
• Conduct sediment and vegetation manage-

ment as necessary in the flood control chan-
nel to maintain design flood capacity.

• Conduct water quality investigation of storm
drain outflows in this area.

• Improve city-owned areas with native ripari-
an trees and shrubs.

• Provide a “Welcome to Branciforte Creek”
sign at Water and Market Street on west ac-
cess road. Include a watershed-wide map
showing the Creek and San Lorenzo River.

• Remove non-native trees in areas owned by
the City of Santa Cruz and replace with ap-
propriate native tree species.

• Post signs and enforce city ordinances re-
garding camping and dumping.

• Continue use of west access road by pedes-
trians and bicyclists.



Introduction
The San Lorenzo River is a defining feature

in downtown Santa Cruz. The river corridor, re-
cently named the “San Lorenzo Riverway,” has
become the City’s newest park and open space
area, providing five linear miles of trails which
connect the western and eastern sides of down-
town and the beach to Highway One and areas
north of the City limits. Previous planning efforts
for the San Lorenzo River recognized that cer-
tain key downtown areas should be connected
to the River. The San Lorenzo River Design
Concept Plan (1987) identified Front Street be-
tween Water Street and Laurel Street as a
prime location for residential and commercial
development to be oriented towards the River.
The Design Concept Plan also identified oppor-
tunities for improving the rivermouth area for
public use and recreation.

The San Lorenzo River is also discussed in
the Downtown Recovery Plan (1991).  The
Downtown Recovery Plan identifies the river as
a major downtown open space and recognizes
its potential “as a naturalistic open space, wild-
life habitat, and recreational amenity: a ‘garden
promenade’ that can provide a more contempla-
tive and reflective experience to the hustle and
bustle of Pacific Avenue.” The Downtown Re-
covery Plan is an adopted specific plan of the
City that provides a framework for public and
private actions related to rebuilding the down-
town after the 1989 Loma Prieta earthquake.
The Downtown Recovery Plan recommends
that the improvement of the riverfront and the
creation of linkages to the downtown should be
a top priority in the rebuilding of the downtown.
To date this has not been completed due to the
timeline of rebuilding the levees for 100-year
flood protection.

In the planning process for the San Lorenzo
Urban River Plan, the river corridor north of
Highway 1 also emerged as a significant oppor-
tunity to integrate the river with surrounding
neighborhoods and the larger San Lorenzo Riv-
er watershed.  The San Lorenzo Urban River
Plan therefore designates three “Significant Riv-
erfront Areas” described below and provides
recommendations for design guidelines and im-
provements for riverfront development, access,
and aesthetics.

6.1 Front Street Riverfront Area
For the purposes of this plan, the Front

6
Significant Riverfront
Areas
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Street Riverfront Area extends between the
west bank of the San Lorenzo River up to and
including Front Street from Laurel Street north
to South River Street (Figure 48). The Front
Street Riverfront Area is the prime opportunity
site to engage the community with the San
Lorenzo River. Improved public access is a pri-
mary goal of the San Lorenzo Urban River
Plan.

As mentioned above, the 1991 Downtown
Recovery Plan includes design guidelines and
recommendations for this area. While commer-
cial development and municipal parking lots are
the current major land use, redevelopment is
expected to occur here over the next 5-10 years
providing an opportunity for encouraging devel-
opment that acknowledges and interacts with
the river. Two factors play a significant role in
the potential for redevelopment along the Front
Street area: the pressing need for housing in
Santa Cruz and the pending removal of the ex-
isting floodplain designation in the Front Street
area.

Prompted by high housing costs and trans-
portation issues, in September 2000 the City
Council requested an analysis of ways to facili-
tate the construction of new housing in the
Front Street area. The City’s Planning Depart-
ment conducted an opportunities and con-
straints analysis and quantified 449 potential
housing units which may be located in the Front
Street Riverfront Area. Studies to date have in-
dicated that a parcel consolidation strategy
might allow for the most efficient development
of the area between Soquel and Laurel Streets.
A parcel consolidation strategy looks at ways to
combine properties and ownership patterns to
provide contiguous development options and
patterns. The City is continuing to study the
Front Street corridor to determine housing de-
velopment options and viability. In any case, the
Front Street Riverfront Area will develop with a
more dense housing and commercial develop-
ment pattern in the future. Recommendations in
the Urban River Plan aim to encourage new
and redeveloped housing and commercial
buildings to take advantage of their riverfront
location.

The Front Street area is currently designat-
ed as an A-11 Federal Emergency Management
Agency (FEMA) flood plain.  New construction
in areas with this designation must meet FEMA
flood elevation and flood proofing requirements.
Additionally, any new property purchases, refi-

nances, and construction projects, which re-
quire a loan from a federally insured financial
institution must purchase flood insurance.  Resi-
dents and businesses in the Front Street flood
plain area pay approximately $1 million in flood
insurance premiums per year. A major goal of
the San Lorenzo River Flood Control and Envi-
ronmental Restoration Project was to improve
the flood protection offered by the existing river
levees so that the system would provide 100-
year FEMA flood protection and eliminate the
need for mandatory flood insurance on develop-
ment in flood plain areas.  The economic bene-
fits resulting from removal of the flood plain
designation (and the consequent elimination of
flood insurance payments) for the Front Street
area could translate into less expensive devel-
opment requirements for construction and more
flexibility for combining commercial and residen-
tial uses.

The San Lorenzo Urban River Plan ac-
knowledges the importance of the Front Street
Riverfront Area as appropriate for mixed-use,
riverfront development that may include hous-
ing, commercial, retail and office uses. Howev-
er, the Urban River Plan also stresses that
these uses should not conflict with the recre-
ational and wildlife values of the River. The fol-
lowing recommendations detail specific design
guidelines for the Front Street Riverfront Area.

Recommendations
• Maintain existing development standards in

the Downtown Recovery Plan (DRP) for the
Front Street Riverfront Area including princi-
pal permitted uses for ground-level and up-
per-floors, conditional uses, and height and
step back requirements. Maintain maximum
height restriction to 50 feet with develop-
ment above 35 feet in height stepping back
at least 10 feet at an angle not to exceed 42
degrees. (DRP, p. 47-50)

• Maintain the ten-foot setback area between
residential and commercial uses adjacent to
the levee trail from the western edge of the
trail.  The setback area should be filled to
raise the adjacent ground-level use to the
same elevation as the levee trail.  This area
should also incorporate outdoor public seat-
ing or visually accessible garden space for
residential development. Trees planted as
part of the San Lorenzo Flood Control Im-
provement Project should be maintained and
incorporated into new development. (DRP, p.



51)
• Maintain design guidelines for residential

and commercial development with the ex-
ception of limiting building materials to more
natural wood, brick and stone; avoid overuse
of concrete and stucco. (DRP, p. 51)

• The river promenade proposed in the origi-
nal San Lorenzo Design Concept Plan be-
tween Soquel Drive and Laurel Street should
be reconceptualized as a more natural, less
formal looking “trail” with adjacent garden
space and native trees to be accommodated
in the ten-foot setback area.

• Establish a river plaza or park within the Front
Street Riverfront Area between Soquel Drive
and Laurel Street on the west bank (upstream
orientation).  Redevelopment of the Metro
Station affords an opportunity for connecting
a plaza or park with a public area on the east
side of Front Street.  Other favorable sites are
the terminus with Cathcart Street and the ter-
minus with Maple Street (Figures 49 & 50).

• Maintain the wooden roof-truss buildings
along Front Street as architectural artifacts
to demonstrate the “working waterfront”
character of the area.

• Ensure that any parcel consolidation strate-
gy provides for public access from the Front
Street sidewalk to the levee.  Maintain the
ten-foot step back requirement between
buildings included in the Downtown Recov-
ery Plan for any development. Encourage
pedestrian traffic through creative inviting
design and incorporate water features, gar-
dens, paving, and stairways up the levee as
design features.

• Redevelop the Long’s-Zan-
otto’s site to create a true
connection to the River from
the downtown area.  Pre-
serve views to the River
from buildings along the
west side of Front Street.
Concentrate development
on the north and south por-
tions of the site to allow for
a transition from the public
space at Front and Cooper
Streets (the Octagon Muse-
um and plaza) and the Mu-
seum of Art and History to a
River promenade and the
pedestrian bridge to San
Lorenzo Park. Avoid large

expanses of parking in project design, at-
tempt to “green” parking areas by using
trees common to the River for a more natural
visual impact.

• Consider abandonment of River Street
South for use as a riverfront promenade and
public space for festivals and other outdoor
activities once a comprehensive develop-
ment plan is promoted for the Long’s-Zanot-
to’s area.

• Maintain views from both taller downtown
buildings to the River and from the River trail
to distant mountains and ridges, avoiding cre-
ation of a development “wall” between the
downtown and the River.

• Preserve views along the Front Street area
to and from Beach Hill, a significant historic
feature in this area.

• Encourage local business opportunities
along Front Street and avoid “box” stores in
this area.

6.2 Salz Tannery to Sycamore Grove River-
front Area

The west bank of the San Lorenzo River
north of Highway One offers immense opportu-
nities to expand the San Lorenzo Riverway trail
to the natural area of the upper River, Sy-
camore Grove, and Pogonip.  Existing City
properties at Sycamore Grove and Pogonip of-
fer an opportunity for hikers to travel from the
rivermouth north to Pogonip and Henry Cowell
State Parks in Felton.  Redevelopment of the
Salz Tannery site will be an important compo-
nent to providing these trail connections.

The Salz Tannery to Sycamore Grove River-
front Area extends north of
Highway One on the west bank
of the River upstream to Sy-
camore Grove, a natural area
along the River. The Sycamore
Grove natural area is owned
and maintained by the City of
Santa Cruz Parks and Recre-
ation Department. Figure 51
shows the project area.

Salz Tannery is a historic
site on the City’s historic regis-
ter.  The tannery operation was
closed in late 2001 and the site
and accompanying buildings
are currently for sale.  The
City’s Redevelopment Agency
is assisting the property owner
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in investigating possible reuses for the property.
The current state of the property transfer and
potential reuse is unknown.

The 10-acre Sycamore Grove is included in
the Pogonip Master Plan (1998) which estab-
lishes management actions in Pogonip and Sy-
camore Grove including removal of non-native
species and revegetation. The plan also calls
for passive recreation and educational uses in-
cluding a nature trail, interpretive displays, and
picnic tables for field trips and passive recre-
ation.  Although the Pogonip Master Plan does
not call for a connector trail route south to the
lower river and San Lorenzo Riverway trail, this
is a logical connection and is recommended
here.

Recommendations

• Negotiate a public easement along the west
bank of the San Lorenzo River north of
Highway One to Sycamore Grove to provide
for eventual trail connection from the San
Lorenzo Riverway trail to Sycamore Grove.

• Maintain the native riparian forest north of
Highway One.

• Protect views of the River from Highway One
bridge.

• Develop an 8-10’ wide trail
north of Highway One along
the top and edge of the River
bank in a meandering pattern
with a natural material (e.g.
decomposed granite) surface.

• Provide connections from a
possible park and ride lot (at
Highway One and River
Street) to the Riverway; pro-
vide signs and maps to north

and south connecting trails.
• Encourage redevelopment

of a portion of the Salz Tan-
nery site as a river orienta-
tion center; investigate
potential partnerships with
California State Parks and
the State Coastal Conser-
vancy for this use.

6.3 Beach Flats Riverfront Area

The Beach Flats Riverfront Area is the ter-
minus for the San Lorenzo Riverway and pro-
vides the connection between the beach area
and the River. The Beach Flats neighborhood
has a long history of interaction with the River
and its environs.  This area is located along the
west bank from the Riverside Avenue Bridge
south to the rivermouth.  Figure 52 shows the
boundaries of this area. Currently this neighbor-
hood is separated from the River by Third Street
and the expansive 8-acre Boardwalk parking lot
extending from Uhden Street to Beach Street.
The parking lot and Third Street create a physi-
cal and psychological barrier that inhibits resi-
dents from interacting with the river.

The area is densely developed with residen-
tial and commercial uses and includes the San-
ta Cruz Beach Boardwalk, a regional tourist
attraction.  Many of the homes in the area are
historic buildings and longtime residents of the
neighborhood recall the River prior to channel-
ization by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers.
Stories of boating on the River, surviving floods
and fishing off backyard docks capture the
sense of relationship with the River that this
small neighborhood had in the past.  Issues
with increasing crime in the area as well as traf-
fic on Third Street, currently dissuade neighbors
from utilizing the River for recreation.

The Beach Flats neighborhood is planned
for regional visitor commercial uses and high
density residential. Redevelopment in Beach
Flats over the next 20 years should seek to re-
integrate the neighborhood with the River
through pedestrian linkages, park furniture and
lighting, and improved access to the beach and
rivermouth.  Spectacular views and connections
to regional trail systems such as the California
Coastal Trail and Monterey Bay Sanctuary Sce-
nic Trail makes the Beach Flats Riverfront Area
a potential magnet for residents and visitors.

Recommendations

The following recommendations address the
Beach Flats Riverfront Area.





Introduction
Implementation of the San Lorenzo Urban

River Plan will require focused attention from
the City and the community into the future, as
well as dedicated financing for both mainte-
nance/operations and capital projects. The Ur-
ban River Plan provides policies, programs and
projects for the San Lorenzo River, Branciforte
Creek, and Jessie Street Marsh. These policies,
programs and projects include improvements
for public access, riverfront amenities, and com-
munity involvement. The plan is designed for
implementation over 20 years. An incremental
approach to implementation is most appropriate
with a concentration on identifying a sustainable
financing structure as one of the most important
early steps.

The San Lorenzo Urban River Plan sets a
vision for the San Lorenzo River, Branciforte
Creek and Jessie Street Marsh as a network of
natural areas to be discovered during one’s
journey along the river. It is desired that the San
Lorenzo River and Riverway become a healthy
and vibrant habitat for fish and wildlife and a
clean, safe and enjoyable place for recreation
by residents and visitors. Goals of integrating
the River with adjacent neighborhoods and the
downtown can be realized through a well-orga-
nized implementation plan. This implementation
chapter presents a series of recommendations
regarding establishment of a permanent River
advisory body, establishment of a staff level co-
ordinating group, operations and maintenance
needs, project phasing and costs, and funding
opportunities.

7.1 San Lorenzo River Committee
The San Lorenzo Urban River Plan would

benefit from having a Council-appointed perma-
nent San Lorenzo River Committee assigned to
assure the implementation of the plan and its
associated recommendations.  In reviewing cur-
rent management strategies for implementation
of projects and maintenance along the River it
is apparent that a permanent River advisory
body is desirable to address the multi-depart-
mental, multi-agency nature of managing and
maintaining the River into the future.  At
present, San Lorenzo River management is-
sues are split between the City’s Public Works,
Parks and Recreation, Planning and Police de-
partments and Redevelopment Agency. While
all of these departments will have continuing in-

We don’t want this plan to sit on the shelf. We
want this vision to become a reality for the
City of Santa Cruz.

—Member
San Lorenzo Urban River Plan Task Force
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terests and issues in management of the River
and/or adjacent development areas, continuing
this confusing and overlapping relationship into
the future is not desirable.

A permanent advisory group that focuses on
the River and takes into account the sometimes
conflicting interests of Parks, Public Works, Wa-
ter, Planning, Police, the U.S.  Army Corps of
Engineers and the public is vital.  Several other
cities have followed a similar process following
completion of plans for rivers and creeks includ-
ing the City of Santa Rosa, the City of Napa,
and Portland, Oregon.  The following discussion
addresses some of the primary issues that a
permanent river advisory body would be helpful
in addressing.

Funding - The establishment of a permanent
River advisory group demonstrates a commit-
ment by the City to long-term programmatic im-
provements on the River.  This is a signal to
potential funding agencies such as the State
Coastal Conservancy, California Department of
Fish and Game, and California State Parks that
the City is committed to providing resource pro-
tection and improvements along the River.
These agencies are poised to distribute over
$575 million in funds for river enhancement ac-
tivities over the next 5-8 years as a result of
Propositions 12 & 40.  Unless the City is orga-
nized to effectively pursue a share of these
grant funds, the ability to capitalize on their
availability to accomplish many of the proposed
river improvement projects will be severely di-
minished.  The alternatives will then be that the
Council will be unable to implement these
projects or will need to dedicate City funds for
these improvements.

Urban River Plan Implementation - Along with out-
lining restoration priorities for the River, the San
Lorenzo Urban River Plan recommends several
enhancements and improvements to the exist-
ing river levee trail system and acknowledges
future projects will continue to occur near and
on the River levee, including the two pedestrian
bridges (Highway One and Branciforte Creek),
redevelopment along the Front Street corridor,
redevelopment of the Salz Tannery site and
general improvements for pedestrian and bicy-
cle access and trail connections to other areas
along the River corridor.  The Plan also details
ways in which the City could offset some main-
tenance costs on the River with implementation
of community programs such as Adopt-A-River-

bank, volunteer trash cleanup programs and
other volunteer activities such as docent pro-
grams.  All of these projects and programs will
benefit from consistent direction from an advi-
sory group focused on the River.

Adaptive Management and Habitat
Monitoring - The Lower San Lorenzo River and
Lagoon Management Plan calls for “adaptive
management” of the river channel to ensure
success in habitat recovery and maintenance of
flood capacity. Adaptive management is a set of
practices in which habitat enhancements are
monitored scientifically, and modified or re-
moved if their biological or hydrological impacts
diverge from the Plan’s goals. A permanent ad-
visory body could conduct regular reviews of
the monitoring reports and recommend adjust-
ment of restoration and management proce-
dures as appropriate.

Watershed Focus - The existing San Lorenzo Ur-
ban River Plan Task Force has been instrumen-
tal in developing a watershed perspective with
regards to the management of the lower River
and lagoon, Branciforte Creek and Jessie Street
Marsh.  A permanent River Committee would
further provide a mechanism for the City to
communicate to other watershed stakeholders
on concurrent goals regarding river restoration
and flood protection. This will be especially im-
portant with regards to Endangered Species Act
requirements for the steelhead trout and coho
salmon and will also help in offsetting potential
costs regarding endangered species manage-
ment.

Clarifying River Functions Among
Departments - Past focus on the River has been
the implementation of the flood control improve-
ment project and associated levee improve-
ments and landscaping.  Currently several
departments have responsibilities on the River
with differing focuses and priorities (see Table
4).  A River Committee could play an important
role in responding to issues from staff, depart-
ments and Council regarding the River.

Recommendations
• Create a San Lorenzo River Committee

charged with providing oversight for imple-
mentation of the San Lorenzo Urban River
Plan (including Branciforte Creek and Jessie
Street Marsh). This group will be advisory to
the City Council and other policy-making



commissions. Potential duties may include:
Act in an advisory capacity to the City
Council in environmental matters pertain-
ing to the San Lorenzo River within the
City limits (including Branciforte Creek
and Jessie Street Marsh), and the en-
hancement, maintenance and manage-
ment thereof;
Draft and recommend measures to imple-
ment the policies and programs of the
San Lorenzo Urban River Plan and the
Lower San Lorenzo River and Lagoon
Management Plan;
Convene a Technical Advisory Committee
as necessary to serve in a scientific advi-
sory role for adaptive management and

monitoring along the San Lorenzo River,
Branciforte Creek, and Jessie Street
Marsh;

• Establish a River Coordinator position to co-
ordinate implementation of projects and pro-
grams in the Urban River Plan and staff the
San Lorenzo River Committee.

• Continue the staff level River Management
Coordinating Group currently in operation
and consisting of staff from the Public Works,
Parks and Recreation, Planning, and Rede-
velopment departments to coordinate and im-
plement projects and programs on the San
Lorenzo River, Branciforte Creek and Jessie
Street Marsh. The River Coordinator can as-
sist in staffing this group

7.2 Project Phasing and Projected Costs

The San Lorenzo Urban River Plan includes
both policy and project recommendations for
the San Lorenzo River and Riverway. Policy lev-
el recommendations will need to be adopted
into appropriate planning and policy documents.
Projects and programs will need to be imple-
mented according to available funding and pri-
orities as defined by the Plan and community
input. Table 5 provides a list of projects accord-
ing to a timeline defined by the Task Force and
with a priority assigned.

7.3 Funding Opportunities

Implementation of the Urban River Plan will
be dependent on the availability of funds to ac-
complish the various projects and programs.
Funding sources are available from both local
sources and from state and federal funding pro-
grams. The funding strategy for implementation
should focus on grouping common projects and
programs comprehensively to be more competi-
tive for grant funding.  Identifying local funds
that could be used for “match” funds will assist
in making grant applications more competitive
with the idea of leveraging local dollars for addi-
tional funds.

The Urban River Plan benefits from being a
multi-focused plan and so therefore projects
can be proposed to a variety of funding sources
including river parkway and greenway pro-
grams, environmental education programs, na-
tive plant programs, water quality and
watershed programs, restoration programs, and
community stewardship programs. Partnerships

City
Department Activity

Public • Channel Maintenance
Works • Permitting In-channel

Vegetation Management
• Levee Maintenance
• Storm Drain Maintenance
• Bicycle and Pedestrian

Improvements

Parks and • Outer Levee Slope Mainte-
nance
Recreation • Pathway Maintenance

• Trash Removal/
Large Scale Cleanups

• Irrigation Maintenance

City • Project Management
Manager • Future Studies

• Monitoring
• Permitting
• Staff to River Commission
• Obtaining Funding
• Community Outreach

Redevelopment • Flood Insurance/Certifica-
tion
Agency • Redevelopment Planning

• Property Acquisition
& Negotiations

Planning • General Plan and
Department Local Coastal Plan policy

• Specific Plans

Fire and • Public Safety
Police • Vandalism

Table 4
Department Roles



with local agencies such as Santa Cruz County,
the Santa Cruz County Resource Conservation
District, Monterey Bay National Marine Sanctu-
ary, California Coastal Commission, Coastal
Conservancy, and local nonprofits will also
make grant applications more competitive.

Grant Sources
Several federal, state and private grant

funding sources are available for implementing
projects and programs of the San Lorenzo Ur-
ban River Plan. A brief summary of these grant
sources is discussed below.

Federal Grants
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Adminis-

tration NOAA Community Based Restoration
Program - Various small grant programs fo-
cused on restoration of riparian, riverine and
anadramous fisheries

National Park Service
Land and Water Conservation Fund - For devel-
opment of outdoor recreation facilities and ac-
quisitions of wetlands

Environmental Protection Agency & River
Network
Watershed Assistance Grants - For general op-
erating support and projects

Environmental Protection Agency
Wetlands Program Grants - Wetland protection
efforts including monitoring, mitigation tracking
and
acquisitions.

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
Wetland Protection Program Development
Grant - For restoration and acquisition of wet-
lands valuable to fish and wildlife

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
Partners for Fish and Wildlife - For on-the-
ground efforts to restore or enhance native
plant and animal communities

State Grants
California Department of Fish and Game
Wildlife Conservation Board - Acquisition and
protection of fish and wildlife habitat

Coastal Conservancy
Coastal Access and Watershed Management

Grants - Projects supporting public access, ri-
parian restoration, watershed planning and res-
toration

State Water Resources Control Board
Nonpoint Source Pollution Grant Program -
Projects improving water quality, watershed
planning and implementation, coastal water
quality

California Department of Fish and Game
Fisheries Restoration Grants Program - Resto-
ration, planning, monitoring of native
anadramous fisheries

California Transportation Commission -
State and federal transportation programs for
bicycle and pedestrian access

California State Parks
Habitat Conservation Fund Program -
Anadramous fish habitat, wetlands habitat, ri-
parian habitat, and trails programs

California State Parks
Recreational Trails Program - Non-motorized
trails programs

California Resources Agency
Coastal Resources Grant Program - Coastal
habitat protection, public access and recreation,
coastal facilities, coastal management

Private Grants
National Fish and Wildlife Foundation -
Provides funding through a variety of programs
for fish and wildlife restoration

Santa Cruz County Fish and Game Commission
-
Local commission that distributes fine monies
collected from local Fish and Game violations

Other Financing Strategies

Capital Improvement Program
Capital improvement projects outlined in the

plan can be incorporated into the annually-up-
dated Capital Improvement Program of the City.
Projects will need to assigned and initiated by a
specific department for inclusion into the pro-
gram.

Local Bond Initiatives
A local ballot measure could be drafted to

identify programs and projects to be financed
through the measure. The City of Santa Bar-
bara recently passed such a measure, Measure
B, which provides approximately $2 million an-
nually for creeks restoration and water quality
programs.
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Appendix A Lower San Lorenzo River and Lagoon En-
hancement Plan





Appendix B Jessie Street Marsh Management Plan, 1998

Summary of Management Plan Actions
Incorporated by reference

Hydrology Actions

• Action H-1: Modify Operation of Existing
Slide Gate at East Cliff Drive and San Loren-
zo River

• Action H-2: Create Tidal Channel between
East Cliff Drive and Lemos Avenue

• Action H-3: Fill Existing Channel between
East Cliff and Lemos Avenue

• Action H-4: Create new Salt/Brackish Marsh
plain between East Cliff Drive and Lemos
Avenue

• Action H-5: Create New Freshwater Channel
between Lemos Avenue and Barson Street

• Action H-6: Create Open Water Areas be-
tween Lemos Avenue and Barson Street

Action H-7: Create Sediment Retention Basin
near Barson Street

• Action H-8: Partially fill Existing drainage
swale between Lemos Avenue and Barson
Street

Habitat Restoration and
Enhancement Actions

• Action R-1: Create New Salt/Brackish Water
Marsh between East Cliff Drive and Lemos
Avenue

• Action R-2: Enhance Existing Eucalyptus
Grove near East Cliff Drive

• Action R-3: Create New Raised Berm and
Vegetative Screening near Residences be-
tween East Cliff Drive and Lemos Avenue

• Action R-4: Retain and Enhance Freshwater
Marsh Habitat between Lemos Avenue and
Barson Street

• Action R-5: Create New Freshwater Marsh
Habitat

• Action R-6: Retain and Enhance Existing Ri-
parian Habitat

• Action R-7: Create New Riparian Habitat be-
tween Lemos Avenue and Barson Street

• Action R-8: Retain and Enhance Existing
Oak Woodland

• Action R-9: Create New Oak Woodland
• Action R-10: Retain and Enhance Existing

Saltgrass Grassland
• Action R-11: Remove/Control Invasive, Non-

native species

Public Access Actions



• Action P-1: Construct bridge and Boardwalk
across Marsh Channel near Lemos Avenue
and Jessie Street

• Action P-2: Construct Footpaths within Up-
per and Lower Marsh Areas

• Action P-3: Construct Gates and Split-Rail
Fences and Install Boulders

• Action P-4: Construct Trail and Steps to
Oceanview Park

• Action P-5: Install Interpretive and Public Ac-
cess Sign

• Action P-6: Install benches, Bicycle Racks,
and Trash Containers

• Action P-7: Long-Term Site Maintenance
• Action P-8: Improve Existing Trail to Ocean-

view Park
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