
February 17, 2009 
Santa Cruz County 
Board of Supervisors 
701 Ocean St. fifth floor 
Santa Cruz, CA 95060 
 
 
Subject: Changes to County Logjam Removal Program 
 
Greetings Members of the Board, 
 
Of all the actions Santa Cruz County could take to improve the chances for salmon and steelhead, nothing 
comes close to the opportunity to simply allow fallen trees and other large log and root ball objects to remain 
undisturbed in our streams.  This is a virtually cost-free option.  There are large expensive projects in 
California to add this lost material back into streams and rivers in order to restore fish populations. 
 
Many human impacts need to be addressed; water diversion, erosion, destruction of standing riparian trees, and 
pollution, but the simple retention of these logs, would produce a dramatic positive effect for our vanishing 
salmon.  They are icons for the last of a wild Santa Cruz.  The County must start to follow the law and stop 
destroying this wood.  The logjam program must become wood monitoring, protection and management when 
necessary. 
 
This wood is critical to every life stage of salmon and steelhead. Rarely does in-stream wood form a barrier to 
fish migration.  The scientific discussion of this entire matter has long been settled. All California Resource 
Agencies and the NOAA-National Marine Fisheries Service emphasize the importance of this in-stream wood 
in their policy guidelines.  The presence of logs in streams is usually irrelevant to public safety.  The general 
public misunderstanding of this issue is pervasive and drives a destructive response to what is a normal stable 
stream system function.  
 
The fears about possible liability exposure by the County surrounding this issue are complex.  They are not 
resolved by simply destroying large in-stream wood, for the very reason that this wood often stabilizes steam 
banks and slows down bank erosion.  The urge to simplify a complex situation by destroying a log can make a 
bank more likely to fail in the next storm. Also the County is exposed to violations of the Endangered Species 
Act and Fish and Game code.  
 
We are impressed by the clarity of the scientific information we see in the County's February 2, 2008 letter to 
your Board.  However the policy recommendations include contradictory language.  It is not clear what 
specific agency, or agencies and County departments, will be consulted in the event of a logjam report, or 
which specific parties will be consulted in the event of log removal.  We do not know what a "government 
entity" might be.  In non-emergency conditions, the private consultants, the County department (or 
departments) and the State and Federal agencies need to be specified as authorized to make decisions regarding 
the destruction or removal in-stream wood.  Are experts being consulted? Are these experts private 
consultants?  These details are important in order to avoid any automatic destruction of wood as has occurred 
in the past.  This subject is not a simple matter and requires serious restraint and real experience.  In declared 
emergency conditions this policy should specify which County department(s) have the authority to make the 
emergency determination and if this department (or departments) need to report the emergency to the 
Department of Fish and Game and to NOAA Fisheries (National Marine Fisheries Service).  We believe a 
report is necessary in both emergency and non-emergency situations.  We would like to see monitoring and 
records kept of the County's actions in this matter including photos of sites that are reviewed or modified so 
that it is possible to measure the effects of retaining or removing wood over time. 
 
In the big picture, it is the rate of streambed incision, or "down-cutting", driven by high stream flows that 
create bank and inner channel hillslope instability.  This effect is most pronounced in steep stream reaches.  As 



the streambed down-cuts, the banks and slopes above the stream are no longer supported by the washed away 
streambed rock and sand.  These slopes can then give way in landslides and shallow debris slides.  A similar 
process can occur at sharp bends in a stream. 
 
Large logs that get embedded in the channel, slow, and for decades to a century or more, actually stop 
streambed incision by collecting sediment and creating what hydrologists call a "nick point".  This mechanism 
is thoroughly misunderstood by most people who tend to notice streams only when they are running high 
during storms.  Removal of these logs can increase landslide frequency, and endanger property, especially in 
the upper watersheds, where landslides are common.  In low gradient alluvial sections of streams, the only real 
protection for property and roads is to keep this infrastructure out of flood planes and protect and re-plant 
riparian trees.  The 1978 Riparian Corridor Protection Ordinance was adopted precisely because of an 
understanding of these principles of fluvial geomorphology.  The current reluctance to follow this rule 
endangers residents, their property, and allows destruction of our most critical wildlife habitats, riparian gallery 
forests and streams. 
 
Riparian trees strengthen banks and hold soil in place during high stream flows.  During very high flows, that 
flood normally dry land and threaten bridges, riparian trees slow floodwaters and capture floating debris that 
would otherwise form big logjams during the storm.  Especially in watershed tributaries, in-stream wood and 
logs capture floating debris during storms and can prevent it from moving downstream to form logjams at 
bridges and roads.  Often logs armor stream banks against erosion and removing them will destroy property. 
 
The great majority of the wood and trees that form logjams at bridges and other risky locations, fall into the 
steams from landslides during intense rain storms.  Logs do not cause floods; they enter the stream as the result 
of floods.  The 1983 survey on Soquel Creek quoted below confirms this simple fact.  The January 1982 bridge 
logjams formed within hours during that actual rain storm from landslide delivered trees.  There is no way to 
predict these extreme rain events.  The best way to prepare for them is to upgrade infrastructure and to restore 
riparian stands of trees far in advance of these rare but intense events. New bridges that moved bridge piers out 
of the flow channel and elevated the bridge spans were constructed on the San Lorenzo and other locations 
after these storms. 
 
 
"A significant number of trees and stumps are contributed to streams by bank erosion.  However, by far the 
greatest source of large trees, stumps and sediment to streams in the Soquel Creek Watershed is generated by 
mass movement from heavily forested, adjacent hillslopes.  The 100-year or greater intensity rainfall event of 
January 4, 1982 (Rantz, 1971, USGS 1982), an event of catastrophic proportions, produced a staggering 
number of mass movement failures in the Soquel Watershed.  These mass movements are frequently debris 
flows that deposit tens to hundreds of trees directly into the stream." 
 
Value of Riparian Woodland to Soquel Creek Watershed: 
 
"Since riparian vegetation is so important to a healthy stream, the existing stands should be protected, and new 
stands should be established in areas from which they have formally been cleared. (Lines and others, 1978). 
 Recognizing the importance of riparian woodland, Santa Cruz County in 1977 passed the Riparian Corridor 
protection ordinance to prevent, minimize, and slash or mitigate the removal of riparian vegetation.  This is a 
good ordinance, and it needs continuous and rigorous enforcement.   In the course of our field work, we 
noticed numerous situations where landowners have removed riparian trees (probably in violation of the 
ordinance) apparently never realizing the role they could play in protecting their own property from flood 
damage.  A strengthened enforcement effort might go a long way toward lessening watershed problems." 
 
From: Soquel Creek Storm Damage Recovery Plan 
USDA Soil Conservation Service, Santa Cruz County Resource Conservation District 
By Steve Singer, Soil Conservationist, and Mitchell L. Swanson, Geologist 
Under Supervision of Richard J. Casale, USDA Soil Conservation Service 



 
  
The County has the authority to act to protect bridges, other public infrastructure and public safety under 
emergency conditions when wood may pile up against bridge piers or direct water in a way that undermines 
roads etc.  In other situations such as the event described below, the County is acting illegally when it cuts up 
these logs without a consult and permit from the Department of Fish and Game and the National Marine 
Fisheries Service.  These salmonids, other fishes, turtles and amphibians adversely affected by damage to in-
stream large wood, are listed under both State and Federal law as "Endangered" or "Threatened".  Disturbance 
of habitat is a "take" under the law. 
 
The event which triggered public activism on this issue occurred two years ago when Public Works cut an old 
growth redwood tree that had fallen full-span across the San Lorenzo River into Henry Cowell State Park from 
the privately owned west side of the River.  Inquiries conducted at the time revealed that the landowner of the 
property where this tree had stood on the bank of the River was not the person who contacted the County 
asking for this log to be removed and was content to leave the log alone.  Public Works apparently did not 
discuss this matter with State Parks officials even though PW accessed the tree (log) to cut it through Henry 
Cowell property.  Fish and Game was not informed.  This type of pointless destruction of wildlife habitat was 
a trigger for the discussions leading to this matter before you now.  The County has also received a letter from 
the Dick Butler with National Marine Fisheries Service making the following recommendations: 
 
"NMFS strongly encourages the County of Santa Cruz to discontinue removal of LWD from County streams 
except in the obvious situations where life and infrastructure are immediately threatened. Furthermore, NMFS 
suggests that the County of Santa Cruz adopt all five of the Large Woody Material Recommendations (Section 
4.2) outlined in the San Lorenzo River Salmonid Enhancement Plan (Alley et al., 2004) for all County 
Streams.  Adoption of these recommendations will help ensure long term maintenance and recruitment of this 
extremely important habitat component." 
 
It is not our expectation that the County will never again act to modify or otherwise remove in-stream wood. 
 State code allows for emergency protection and eventually a logjam may form, that for legitimate reasons, 
under qualified review, needs to be modified or removed.  
 
Our intent is to help persuade the Board of Supervisors that past County behavior concerning the logjam 
program is unnecessary, destructive to critical wildlife habitat, and illegal.  It is our hope that the County will 
begin to act in a rational thoughtful manner that is protective of our streams and wildlife.  Santa Cruz County 
is our home.  We live here because this place affords us the great pleasure to live with nature in a community 
that respects and protects its wildlife and irreplaceable natural heritage. 
 
Respectfully, 
 
 
 
  
Kevin Collins 
Lompico Watershed Conservancy 
P.O. Box 99, Felton, CA 95018; 831-335-8136 
 
 
 
 
Nancy Macy 
San Lorenzo Valley Women's Club 
P.O. Box 574, Ben Lomond, CA 95005; 831-338-1728 


