

































































PROBLEMS WHICH CAN LEAD TO FLOODING AND BANK EROSION

1. Range or forest fires reduce the absorption of water previously held by the soil.

2. Logging has a damaging effect on waterways, increasing the amount of silt in the stream
and increasing the velocity of the flowing water.

3. Gravel removal has a serious impact on Mark West Creek. Dredging has changed the
course of the creek in the Larkfield area, and has caused severe erosion -of the banks
upstream of the gravel removal operation, and has threatened homes in the area.

4. Housing and commercial development causes an increase in surface runoff by covering
water absorbing soil with cement.

5. Road building creates a great deal of additional runoff. Debris from bank cuts is pushed
into streams filling once deep holes with gravel. '

CHANNELIZATION AND AESTHETIC CONCERNS

There was a time when extreme alterations of the landscape were accepted without
protest, and development of any kind, regardless of its environmental impact, was almost
universally condoned in the name of progress. This attitude has been gradually modified,
and in the past decade we have seen the rapid evolution of widespread public concern over
the deterioration of the environment.

Channelization is the straightening and modifying of streams to contain high waters.
Today, this method of flood control is being challenged because it destroys fish and wildlife
habitat, causes accelerated bank erosion upstream and flooding downstream, lowers the
water table, increases the variation in stream flow and increases the temperature of the creek,
as well as destroying scenic amenities. These same things will occur if Mark West Creek is
channelized. : -

In 1954, Congress passed the Watershed Protection and Flood Prevention Act, Public Law
566. This law authorizes the Federal Soil Conservation Service to provide for local flood
control in the form of channelization. The City of Santa Rosa and the Sonoma County
Water Agency have played important roles in obtaining funds for channelization. Then
channelized or modified creeks come under the maintenance program of the Sonoma County
Water Agency.

In many cases, benefit/cost calculations used to justify channelization projects are
incomplete. Often, many environmental and social factors which should be considered
before building such a project, are neglected. And governmental policies have failed to
provide funds for reasonable alternatives to this method of flood control. Usually, it is less
costly for the taxpayer to provide flood control by purchasing the flood plain and restricting
development, rather than build a sterile concrete channel at approximately one million
dollars per mile. many local, state and national groups are seeking funding for alternatives to
channelization.
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ALTERNATIVES FOR THE FUTURE

ECOLOGY AND PLANNING

The Mark West Creek watershed has a great range ot topography and soil conditions.
Ecological planning considers these natural qualities of the land in order to determine which
areas are suitable for development. For instance, in the upper reaches along St. Helena Rd.
the form of the land dictates what type of development can occur. The slopes are generally
steep, with loose soils, subject to erosion and water runoff, making this area unsuitable for
intense development. In the plain the soil is fertile, being classified as prime agricultural land.
Decisions are now being made as to whether this land will remain as productive farms or be
developed as sub-divisions. Aquifer recharge areas are in these same flat lands. Here water
seeps through gravel and other permeable substances to recharge underground water table
which supplies our wells. Before we develop an area, we should know and understand these
ecological concepts about the natural restraints of the land.

The State Legislature has dictated to the County of Sonoma that it conduct adequate
studies concerning the ecology of the county and with this information develop guidelines
for future land use. These studies include studies of unique biotic areas, vegetation,
agricultural capability, woodland capability, aquifer recharge areas, range capability,
mineral resources, historical-archeological sites, park and recreation lands, geological
hazards and slope instability.

Furthermore, the County requires that any development which has a significant impact
must first file an Environmental Impact Report which discusses the ecological consequences
of the development. This report must follow guidelines established by the state of California.
The problem now, is not lack of information, but placing as much value upon ecological
considerations as economic considerations.

We must develop ways of using the information and our increased ecological awareness to
work with planning departments and legislative political bodies to implement meaningful
-land use regulations for the benefit of the whole community.

RECREATION ALONG MARK WEST CREEK

As society provides us with more and more leisure time, we look for more and different
types of recreation. An important aspect of recreation in a growing community like Larkfield
is close proximity to the service area. Important also, is the need for no-fee recreation areas
to serve low-income families.

A recreational area such as a park in an urban area, also provides needed visual relief from
housing and shopping districts. Open space in an urban area is rare enough and newer cities
who still have space available would do well to consider methods of land acquisition for
future use.
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All the land bordering Mark West Creek is privately owned and therefore is not open to
the general public for recreational use. The creek does however, support a run of steelhead,
and for the landowners and an additional few people with access, the creek provides good
recreation.

There are several areas along the creek that, with careful planning, could provide excellent
opportunities for public recreation. Mark West Creek has several swimming holes that are
used during the summer by the public because landowners are kind enough to provide
access. However, there are other swimming spots on the creek that are presently inaccessible.

Recent legal decision have indicated that in California more and more streams are being
declared public property if they possess public recreational value. It is no longer necessary
that these streams prove navigable. Probably a court case will be necessary before a standing
decision is handed down for Mark West Creek.

Private ownership of land not only limits access to many people, but it places a heavy
responsibility upon the private property owner, because it is impossible to keep uninvited
visitors out. Many uninvitied visitors come to the creek for relaxation, fishing and hiking.
However, others hunt and dump trash, litter and vandalize. Perhaps, public parks along
some areas of the creek can alleviate this burden on the private owner.

WILDLIFE REFUGES

One or more wildlife refuges in the Mark West Creek area would serve the community in a
number of ways. Wildlife refuges first of all, protect scarce natural habitat, especially
breeding and spawning grounds for fish and wildlife, such as game animals anadromous
fishes, and migratory birds and mammals.

In a game refuge, where all animals are protected, the native animal community has a
chance to balance itself and establish the correct predator-prey cycling relationship which
suffers under human manipulation. Because people have already removed the large
carnivores such as wolves and mountain lions, and because it is doubtful that these animals
will ever become re-established, it is not probable that a balanced predator-prey relationship
involving large herbivores such as deer will evolve. Management may be required of certain
species as a result. Natural relationship between smaller animals can become re-established
more easily. :

A wildlife refuge represents an aesthetically pleasing situation to urban and rural dwellers
alike as it offers visual relief from developed areas. Agricultural and grazing land, and to a
greater extent, woodland and creek areas, can serve as game refuges with the mere posting as
such. The California Department of Fish and Game has shown willingness to cooperate in
enforcement of game refuges so posted on private land. Large landowners, working together,
could declare large adjacent areas in the Mark West Creek area as refuges and provide
valuable contributions in the field of wildlife conservation. The additional designation of
game refuge to agriculture or grazing land has no effect on the primary purpose of that land
and as well as protecting wildlife, it allows humans to experience this wildlife and so puts
people in closer touch with their environment.

LAND OWNERSHIP AND ZONING ALONG MARK WEST CREEK

Ownership determines to a large extent how the land will be used. At one time property
owners were allowed to do exactly as they pleased with their land. Today, as our population
grows, urban areas become more crowded and technological machinery increases, we have
had to set limits on what people can do with their land, so as to insure the health and safety
of everyone.
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Planning is one method we use to guide future development to protect the environment
and the public.

Zoning is a legal method county officials can use to enforce planning. If a property owner
feels that they have been treated unfairly they can apply for a variance to the zoning law and
if the planning commission decides they have a valid claim, then the variance can be granted.
Let’s assume that people in a certain area are opposed to a development. These people can
voice their opposition to the planning commission. If that fails, the next step is to appeal to
the Board of Supervisors. At any rate, those who don't own property are almost always
forced to be on the offensive to those who do own property.

In sonoma County over 96% of the land is privately owned, and all of the land along
Mark West Creek is privately owned. Furthermore, approximately 40% of the land along the
creek is in absentee ownership which generally indicates strong speculative interests.

What does all of this mean? It means that public access to this dwindling natural resource
— a natural waterway — is limited to those who are fortunate enough to own the land along
the creek. And it also means that people who don't live in the area but own land there, have

the potential to more strongly influence the use of Mark West Creek than the people who live
in Larkfield.

THE NEW POLITICS FOR MARK WEST CREEK

The idea of looking at the Mark West Creek watershed from a wholistic viewpoint is not
new, yet the forces that help create the human landscape have responded to an economic
system that values the accumulation of capital above the continued existence of the human
species and the continued existence of a natural creek. Our concept of land ownership can be
counter-productive to a rational approach to land use planning. There are people who live
along Mark West Creek who believe that what they do with their land does not affect those
living upstream or downstream.

sThe Sonoma County Board of Supervisors has direct political control over Mark West
Creek, yet they tend to ignore the fundamental intrinsic holding capacity ot the land. The
officials respond to fears of residents with: “people complaining about growth came here
from somewhere else, so we can't stop others who also want to come here.” The political
system in the county is presently most strongly influenced by the private sector. Government
officials tend to relate to developers and realtors rather than the public at large. Part of the
reason for this is the illusion that any development will broaden the tax base and therefore,
reduce the taxes for the public. The Larkfield area serves as an example. This area has been
developed to urban density with rural services. Because of the size and diversity of the
county, the County Administration cannot economically service these areas. The net result is
a deficient service system.

COMMUNITY ACTION

People who live along the creek and in the watershed are most directly affected by what
happens to the creek and in turn, they often affect the creek. It would seem logical that these
people could organize themselves to protect and ecologically manage the creek.

Speakers can be located through colleges and universities, public agencies, local
environmental and farming organizations, newspaper articles and friends. The Santa Rosa
Chamber of Commerce prints an excellent directory of all the clubs and organizations in the
area.

These meetings can serve as an educational experience where we learn to work together,
develop goals, determine methods to achieve these goals and analyze the results. When
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working together in communities, trying to develop agreement about problems and solutions
can be helpful in finding reasonable ways to preserve the creek. Consensus takes time, but it
builds a strong community.

Information pertaining to a situation must be gathered and distributed to all people in the
community. Meetings are a good opportunity to get to know neighbors, but there are other
methods which bring people together. Potlucks, picnics and informal social gatherings -
provide an opportunity to get to know one another. Talking to people who have lived in the
area for many years or are familiar with the area is valuable.

Public agencies can provide information and assistance, but they are only tools which
should serve the community. As tools of all the people, they should not be allowed to dictate
solutions to people. Rather, the community must work with them and develop guidelines
which they can follow.
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