A Mellitluous

Ts it enough to draw a boundary cround « stand of oaks
and call it protected? In the past decade, ecologists decided
it wasnt. Qther factors are at stake: those that enable
forests to regenerate, and [ish to spawn, and bivds to hove
enough winter forage. And so, in the early 1990s, The

Nature Conservancy developed a landscape-level approach

Loy comsérvation at some 73 sites that it named the Tast

Great Places. photography by James A. Martin
The Coswmnes River walershed is one of those places. A =
stice of contral California from the Sierra Nevada Lo the
Sacramenlo—San Joagquin Delta, the river today is a vital
site within the Grear Central Valley ecoregion, where the
Conservancy daims to conserve @ cross section of the val-
ley's natural communities and nadive species. Lhere is na
olleer riparian corridor Tike i in the valley. As you'll read
in “A Mellifluous Roar,” this free-lowing river and its
Jovests and fields heve been fertile teaching ground for
some of conservation’s most elusive lessons—namely that
the ability o adapl, or go with the flow, s essential to con-

servation ar this scale. e -

—The il A valley valc spreads its cragygy limbs beneath the snow-
capped Sierra Nevada. Flooded rice fields [left] create winter
wationd habitat for migratery birds.

awn, and I'm standing on a roadside at the [ool of some tall valley

oaks, staring down at a river that shatters my California illusions. In

the Golden State, rivers are supposed to be meager, dusty little things.
But this one—the Cosumnes—Ilooks anything but small, or dry. It sprawls
300 yards wide. Water the color of café latte swirls waist deep between the
oaks. What this river most closely resembles is a Louisiana bayou.

A delicate lace of birdsong weaves through the upper branches of the
surrounding trees. While I savor the artistry of warblers and goldlinches, 1
hear another sound, too—the growl of diesel engines rumbling along Inter-
state 5 a [ew miles away. The steady drone reminds me that on this spring
morning in 1998, as we Calilornians poke our heads up from a long, excep-
tionally wet winter, more than just rivers are running at full tilt.

by David Wicinas

SEFTEMBER/OCTORFE 1944 ¢+ NATURE CONSERVANCY




The state’s ecomomy also is surging afler a cold snap in
the business climate that lasted most of the 1990 Many
communitics in the Central Valley arve hooming. Thal
could spell rrouble for the place where 1 stand, The
Nature Comservancy’s Cosumnes Eiver Preserve. T's sand
wiched between Stockton and Sacramento, Lwo cilies
expericneing heady growth spurts. Change is coming, and
1 womnder how these valley oals belore me will cope.

uring his exploration of California in 1844, Joim C.

Fremont traveled the Rio de los Cos-um-nes, (The
name may derive [rom a Miwok phrase meaning “people
of the salmon.”) His Greographical Memaoir describes the
surrommding country as laced with sloughs, ponids, oak
wonds and ferlile botlombands,

Ower the next few decades serrlers drained those ponds,
lelled the naks and planted crops on the dch forest snoils,
mramsforming the Coswnnes—and the vest of the Centrud
Vatlley—into America's most productive farmland, For

The Conservancy works with farmers such as Allen Gorceia [above] te help restors the Cosumnes River watershed. Mike Eaton
[balow, foreground] and Rich Reiner paddle over inundated farmland, with the “accidental farest” in the background.
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mere than a century the Central Valley has served as (he
nation's sulud, froir and mixed-nur hawl, Bur over the lasr
two decades inuch of this prime agriculiural land has sue-
cunbed to sulnrban sprawl.

By the 19805, the Conservancy was responding ta Cali-
fornia's galloping urbanization by attempting W preserve
vare ndlural communities, such as forests of Quercus
lobata, the valley oak. Although advertisers love to use
images of this cragay tree to symbalize California’s natural
heritage, the aak sell was dissppessing roughout the
state al an alarming rate, .

Toaking lor remnant populatioms of Q. lobata, the Con-
sepvancy surveyed the entice Centeal Valley and found the
best stands along the lower Cosumnes River, But only after
the dedication of the then 800-acre Cosummes River Pre-
serve in 1987 did scientses begin w understand e rue
value of the viver and its iverwoven natral systems, Valley
nal forests thrive here and almost nowhere else becanse the
Cosummes is (e Tust undammed fver inthe Cenral Valley.
The Lindscape is still subject to a rhythm of repeated winter
Hoods, Swamp oaks, as valley oaks are sometimes called,
reproduce well in the deep alluviad soils, und the rvers fre-
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yuent inundations help prevent non-native species [rom
invading the forest’s unlerstory. Cvenmally the Conser-
vaney realized that to preserve und possibly expand the
Costmnes's oak [orests, it had to maineain the viver's natueal
fload regime. Tn other words, it needed a broader vision.

In 1993, as part of irs T ast Greal Places initative, the Con-
sepvaney proposed 4 plan to protect the ecological processes
of the entire Cosnmmies watershed, an area 1,000 times larger
than the orginal preserve, The proposal called [or the Con-
servaney o incorporate working farmland into the preserve
establish eooperative agrecments with neighboring landowm-
ers and water and flood-control authorites; and share owner-
ship and munsgement responsibility with the LLS, Bureaw of
| and Management, Ducks Unlimited, Sacramenro County
and the Califormia departments of Water Resources and Tish
antl Garne, Only by meving beyond its hallmark approach ol
buying land could the Conservancy hope ro protect a 1,200-
square-mile watershed,

M ike Eaton, director of the Cosammes River project, is
a big man with a buby [sce, a ready laugh and a
seemingly unllappable mamnner, even as he jockeys vur
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four-wheel-drive truck down a rutted levee road With
fires spinning in the muck, he langhingly describes his
approach o conserving o complex ecosystemn that mcludes
both river otters and real estate arbitrageurs. “Theoreti-
cians would call what we practice here ‘adaptive mamage-
ment, That’s a polite way ol saying we don't know exactly
what will happen, but we try 1o move i the right direction
and adapr.”

HMack mustard and wild oats brush against the side-
view mirors as we jolt down a path separating two sub
merged fields, both part of the preserve. Recognizing that
flooded rice lields can serve as surrogates for marshland—
waterfowl habitat that is being lost w development in the
Central Valley—rhe Conservancy has formed an unusual
partnership with organic rice farmer Allen Garvcia. Most
rice growers in the Centeal Valley breal down rice stubble
by burming their fields, but Garcia Hoods his, creating wel-
land habitat and forage for pineail, widgeon, avocer, ved-
legs, mndra swan and greater sandhill crane,

From the leves, | see that more than just rice Liclds lie
submerped. The Cosumnes, a modest tiver i midsummer,
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Cosumnes River Preserve

Criginal presorvae, 1984
1985 - 19B7 axpanzion
1984 — 1982 axpansion
1893 - 1997 expansion
1598 expansion

|| Futuras expansion

The presene is 3 parnarsiip anmong Ths Malbis
Coviesrvancy, LLE. Dwrsan of Land Managemans,
ks Unlienited, Sacramenta County, Califernia
Umnarimavitz of Waler Nesowrces and Fish and Game.

2 Miles

has looded ar least 3,000 acres of the now 14.000-acre.
preserve. The best way ro ger avound is by boat—or back-
stroke. Farom and 1 launch a canoe from a low leves and
angle scenss a large square lake, kast yeur a cornlield.

As we paddle east under a glovious blue sky, Ealon ver-
hally hopscotches [rom walk of leves maintenance o his
boyhood years spent in the neighboring wwn of Galt,
Emerging into the next flooded ficld, we starle a huge
flack of coots. They Lake wing, and their feet skittering
over the surface sound like e rush ol a distant waterfall.

Wi glide past some: 40-foot-tall cotlonwoods, and | leel
what must be 4 typical human respomse. These trees are
father figures, and | am a child at their knees. But emo-
lions can be misleading, “The cotlonwoods are barely 12
vears old,” says Ealon

The Cosumnes stall call this grove the “aceidental for-
esL.” Rich Reiner, area ccologist [or the Conservancy,
explains why later at the visitors center. On first impres-
sion 1 thinl Reiner presents 1 detached, professorial air—
pedhisps # combination of his white beard and bemused
expression. Bul when he describes his activities, his arms




swing in big, cxpansive gestures, his voice lifts, and 1 see s
man in love with his watls,

“Torests onee covered tens of Gwusands of acres along
the Cosumnes,” says Reiner, Initially, he and his col-
leagnes hoped to restore several thousand acres. They
marshaled vohmieers, incduding many local schoolehild
ren, o bund-plant vuk seedlings, Bur afrer five years their
painstaking labors vielded only a few hundred acres of
new trees—a valiable gain, yel fur short of Reiner's expec
tations, Clearly, o restore (the riparian forest, the Conser-
vancy needed (o paint the landseape with a bigger brush.

Agrial photographs are strewn across the table in front
of Beiner. e taps o Uy green wedge formed by mwo iner-
secting levees and says, “Thar's the accidental lorest.” Then
he shows me another phaoto. “I noticed in this picture—the
Jorest wees't theve ™

Ihe second picture was talken in 1285, Carier that year
a lewee had broken, and floodwaters spread a plume of sand
aceoss 4 wedge of netghboring Farnmland. The farmer whao
wotked it parcel repaired the levee bt decided against
releveling his ficld becanse it
cost wo much, Tnstead, he
planted corn around the
sandbar, Willows and cor-
tonwoonds immedialely
recluimed the bare sand,
Creganic mallet accumulared.
The cottonwonds grew Lall
enough o atract scrub jays,
and they buzied-acorns in the
deepening soil. Afrer five
years valley oaks hegun o
sprovtl—wilhoul any human
assistance. Soon a dense
prove was sheltering braver
anl birds.

As O cange coasts away
from the accidental [orest,
Eaton says, “Over the next 50 years we believe those col-
romwoods will die or fall victim w beavers, Valley oaks will
fill in the forest canopy.”

Inspired by the accidental fovesr, the Conservancy stall
decided to invoke an “intentional forest.” The result—a
guarter mile and a quick paddle away—is a long stand of
hull-submerged colwnwood saphings, all grown using
what Rich Beiner calls nanmal process restoration. That's a
fancy term for punching a hole in the levee and letting
mature do the grunt work.

In the winter of 1995-86, they used whal has become
one of their principal restorution tools: a Carerpillar 1.9
teactor. They bulldozed 30 feer of levee on the preserve
and waited lor the winter floods.

“Some of the hest ecologists in the world stond ot
there and predicted what would happen,” says Beiner.

watershed for conservation.

Trumpeter swans flock to flooded ficlds along the Cosumnes,

where on sxperiment in adaptive management has been a
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“I'hey said a sandhar would form, the water would drop,
cottonmwood seeds would lind and seedlings would grow,”
AN that proved e,

The: experts did not predict what happened next A Lite-
season [lood siripped the sandbar of 1s new scedlings.
“We thought wie'd have bare sand for a year,” continues
Heiner, “har to EVETYONE'S SUT]Tise More collonwoods
grew.” Mixed in with the sand were cotlonwood sticks,
many the result of beaver cuttings. Soon a thousand mees
established themselves, all from vegetative reproduction.

An unexpected bonus ol the inlentonal lorest was the
discovery that juvenile salmon [requented the flooded
lield, “Fisherv hiologists,” says Mike Eaton, “think this
may he one of the critical missing links between the
salmon’s spawning prounds and the ocean, They need
nutrient-rich places hike this ra alk up hefore they malae
the rransition wo saltwater.”

The salmon’s gain could have been the sandhill crane’s
loss, In previous winters these threatened bivds had been
using this field for overnight roosting. “10 we were taking
the teaditional single-species
= approach to managing habi-
i tar, that would be 2 no-ne”
i gdmils Faton, "but as onr
thinking evolved with Last
Grear Places, we started
looking at the entire land-
scape, We feel this is a rea-
somable trade-ofl because
we've been ddding crane
husbitat with onr rice-farm
mg program.”

Of course, s casy 10 fire
up your D-9, bulldoze a
levee and lkick ofl some “na-
ural process restoration.” IUs
anwither matter to do 5o with
the commumity’s hlessing,

Must people think California is a dry place, but in 1862,
to mavigale the sireets of Swckion or Sacramento, vou
needed a boat. Recent winter rains have rhreatened Lo
revive urhan yachring in rhe Cenrral Valley.

Consequently, lrmers along the Cosumnes ger prickly
about the subject of [lood management. They have
watched many neighbors plhimge into hankruptley, due In
targe part w the cost ol levee repains. None of their com-
petitors in the Central Valley must ineny the annual
expense of restraining a wild river:

To alleviate anxiedss aboul the proposed levee reach-
ing, the Conservancy hired a hydrologist. His detailed
analysis showed rhar removing or setting back levees on
the preserve would lower Dood levels for the surounding
larmland, Alter inviting neighboring Jandowners o lour
the site of the proposed levee breach and conducting pul-
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lic meetings, the Conservancy suceceded in convincing rhe
commumity thar breaks might henefit everyone.

“Then the ceally hard work started,” says Rich Reiner,
Mo one in the fedenil, stare ar local government knew how
to ssue permits to break a levee. Fach agency pointed
the pext as the ulimare awhority. Tanghing, Reiner Says,
“Tinally we had o get them all wgether and sign at the
Same fme”

Lhis past yeur the Conservancy bulldozed levees
upstrean along the cornfield where Taron and 1 first
launched vur canoe. The Army Corps of Engineers, an
ageney renowned for its love of conerete, conribured lall
of the lunding, IU's experimenting with “noustructural
lood mansgement solutions.” Fyentually, the Conser
vancy hapes w work with the loeal community and lood-
control anthorities 1o remove or set back levees along 20
miles of the lower Cosumnes, Already one neighboring
farmer has supported the concept of floodplain eXaLsivn
as prelersble 1o annual levee repair.

To dale no one has Tully assessed the valne of this pro-
gram, though anecdotal reports snggest that the inten-

= —— —
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The muddy waters of the unfettered Cosumnes blend with the
green Mokslumne, a river bent ta human will.
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tioal levee hreaks did indeed] lower npstream river levels
diring the past winter. Jeffrey Mount, professor ol geology
at the Thiiversity of California- Davis and author of Califor-
wia's Rivers and Streams: The Conflicr Between Tluvial
Proacess and Land Tlse, suggests that, ultimarely, the most
significant impact of the leves breaks will be as a learning
tool lor the nation and the world. “We are linally going to
ger a chance w evahate the ecalogical and economic bene
fits of promoting Noods on the Nondplain,”

Ewton and T partage over a berm and slide our canoe
ntn a slough. Before we shove ofl, | puuse for one Last Took
bacle over the watery fiell In my mind's eye, 1 see the
luture.

L0 years thousauds of cotlonwoods will be looking
patriarchal. Thickers of willow will surround them. Valley
vaks will have clbowed into the mix. Floods will have
eroded the existing levees, scouring channels through the
fields, depositing new sandbars, triggering new cyeles of
growth. From the remains of an old cornfield, a vich
masaic of [orest, field und marshlund will have arisen.

Change is indeed coning to the Cosumnes, and on this
April day the translormations have alveady begun. As Jel-
frey Mount ohserves, the natural world here is exploding
“in response W water on the land, rather than water hund
culled to the channel, . . There is a wellilluons roar of
springtime life.”

ate n the day 1 stand on a low bridge overlonking the
Lcunl'lumme ol the Coswmnnes and the neighhoring
Malkelumne River, Rosy light fills the sky. From the top-
most branches of a cottonwood, a yellow billed magpie
valls queeg, queeg,

| consider something Rich Reiner said earlier (that day.
"The Coswmnes River Preserve embodics The Namire Con-
servancy and the changes iUs going through, starting with
the vision of preserving a single commmity—an individ-
ual stand ol vak vess—o today, when we're working with
entire landseapes and ecorcgions, cooperating with local
cotnunities, expetimenting with new rechniques. This is
the furure ol conservation.”

The Maokeluwmne, an eugineeved river, the drinking
fountain [or half the Bay Avea, lows cabm and green unril
ir joins the busiling, muddy flow of the Cosunmes, Belore
me, brown water mixes with green i plumes and eddics
like cream powred into coffee. Lere two worlds meld. On
the Mokelumne we humins are bending narure W our
will, while on the Cosimnes ir is we who are leamming 1o
yield w the ancient chythms of 4 changing landscape.

Crossing the hridge, [ look downstream, and the two
rivers are ome, §

Diavin Wicias, enthor of Sagebrush and Cappuceine: Con-
lessions of an LA Nanwalist, frequently wiites about natral
history in California. He now lives in the Bay Area.
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ABoutr THE NATURE CONSERVANCY

The Nature Conservancy is an international non-profit membership organization whose
mission is to preserve the plants, animals, and natural communities that represent
the diversity of life on Farth by protecting the lands and walers they need to survive.

Fnuru_lr:d in 1951, The Malure Conservancy and its 900,000 members have safeguarded more than 10
million acres in all 50 states and Canada. The Conservancy has also worked with like-minded partner
organizations Lo preserve more than 57 million acres in Lalin America, the Caribbean, the Pacific, and
Asia. The California Regional Office is the Conservancy’s largest state program andl a leader in program
development. Headquartered in San Francisco, The Nature Conservancy of Culifurnia has mare than
110,000 members and has protected nearly 900,000 acres in the state.

The Mature Conservancy hases its activilies on sound science and uses non-conlrontational, marke: -based
ecanomic solations 1o protect critical habitar — a “win-win™ approach 10 conservation. Working only with
willing sellers and donors, the Conservancy protects land through gifts, exchanges, conservation easements,
managemeni apreements, purchases from the Conservancy's revolving Land Preservation l'und, debi-for-natare
swaps, and management partnerships. Believing that the protection and enhancement of wildlife habitat can
be compatible with rational economic growth, the Conservancy encourages and participates in environmental-
ly friendly farming, ranching, land development, and other productive land use activities with private pariners,

So that 1he endangered nanve plants and animals that live in the protected areas can flourish, The Narure
Conservancy manages its preserves with the most sophisticated ecological (echnigques available, including
reforestation, prescribed burns, and the removal of non-native species. Most Conservancy preserves are open
lo the public for educational uses and recreation such as hiking, nature study, bird watching, and photography.

As a nonprofit, rax-exempi organization, The Nature Conservancy depends on individual and corporate contri-
hitions, foundation grants, and membership dues to continue its mission of protecting hiclogical diversity.

For morve information aboul the Cosumnes
River Project, please contact Mike Earon,
Project Director, ar 916/683-1699 or
smeaton®@me.org=>. For gilts or contributions,
please conlact Carolyn Roth, Associate
Director of Development, ar 916/449-2854

or =croth@me.org=. Visit the projects

weh page at www.cosumnes.org, For more
information about The Nature Conservancy
of Calilornia, please call 415/777-0487,




