SAN FRANCISCO BAY RESTORATION AUTHORITY

Staff Recommendation
June 14, 2024

SAN PABLO BAYLANDS COLLABORATIVE PROTECTION AND RESTORATION
(CPR) PROJECT, PHASE 3:
CAMP 3 RANCH ACQUISITION

Project No. RA-015
Project Manager: Sara Haugen

RECOMMENDED ACTION: Authorization to disburse up to $5,730,000 to Sonoma Land
Trust to acquire the 1,480-acre Camp 3 Ranch property in Sonoma County for habitat restoration
and protection and open space preservation, with the potential to allow limited public access and
recreation that is compatible with those purposes, as Phase 3 of the San Pablo Baylands
Collaborative Protection and Restoration Project.

LOCATION: San Pablo Baylands, Sonoma County; Measure AA Region: North Bay.

MEASURE AA PROGRAM CATEGORY: Safe, Clean Water and Pollution Prevention
Program; Vital Fish, Bird and Wildlife Habitat Program.

EXHIBITS
Exhibit 1: Project Location and Site Maps

Exhibit 2: Staff Recommendation for San Pablo Baylands Collaborative
Protection and Restoration Project: Phase 2

Exhibit 3: Sonoma Creek Baylands Strategy, Executive Summary

Exhibit 4: Project Photos
Exhibit 5: Project Letters

RESOLUTION AND FINDINGS

Staff recommends that the San Francisco Bay Restoration Authority adopt the following
resolution and findings:

Resolution:

The San Francisco Bay Restoration Authority hereby authorizes the disbursement of an amount
not to exceed five million seven hundred thirty thousand dollars ($5,730,000) to Sonoma Land
Trust to acquire the 1,480-acre Camp 3 Ranch property in Sonoma County (Assessor’s Parcel
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Numbers 128-491-013, 128-491-014, and 128-491-015) as Phase 3 of the San Pablo Baylands
Collaborative Protection and Restoration Project, subject to the following conditions:

1. Prior to the disbursement of funds for the acquisition, the grantee shall submit for the
review and approval of the Executive Officer of the Authority (Executive Officer):

a. All relevant acquisition documents including, without limitation, the appraisal,
purchase and sale agreement, deed, escrow instructions, environmental or
hazardous materials assessment, and title report;

b. A baseline conditions report; and
c. Evidence that sufficient funds are available to complete the acquisition.

2. The grantee shall pay no more than fair market value for the property, as established in an
appraisal approved by the Executive Officer.

3. The property acquired under this authorization shall be managed and operated for the
purposes of habitat restoration and protection and open space preservation, with the
potential to allow limited public access and recreation that is compatible with those
purposes. The property shall be permanently dedicated to those purposes by an
appropriate instrument approved by the Executive Officer.

4. Authority funding shall be acknowledged by erecting and maintaining a sign on the
property or in a nearby publicly viewable area, the design and location of which are to be
approved by the Executive Officer.

Findings:
Based on the accompanying staff recommendation and attached exhibits, the San Francisco Bay
Restoration Authority hereby finds that:

1. The proposed authorization is consistent with the San Francisco Bay Restoration
Authority Act, Gov. Code Sections 66700-66706.

2. The proposed authorization is consistent with the San Francisco Bay Clean Water,
Pollution Prevention and Habitat Restoration Measure (Measure AA).

STAFF RECOMMENDATION
PROJECT SUMMARY:

Staff recommends that the Authority authorize disbursement of up to $5,730,000 to Sonoma
Land Trust (SLT) to acquire Camp 3 Ranch, a 1,480-acre privately-owned hay farm in Sonoma
County for habitat protection and restoration and open space preservation, with limited public
access and recreation as Phase 3 of the San Pablo Baylands Collaborative Protection and
Restoration (CPR) Project (Exhibit 1).

The Authority previously authorized grants for Phases 1 and 2 of the CPR Project. On May 8,
2020, the Authority authorized $2,950,000 to Ducks Unlimited to restore and enhance important
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wetland habitats in the San Pablo Bay National Wildlife Refuge (Refuge), including Cullinan
Ranch and Haire Ranch. On December 10, 2021, the Authority authorized $1,317,000 to Sonoma
Land Trust to acquire and initially steward the 1,149-acre Camp 4 ranch property (Exhibit 2),
which is adjacent to Camp 3 Ranch. Preservation of both Camp 3 and Camp 4 as open space is
vital to implementation of the Sonoma Creek Baylands Strategy (Exhibit 3), a high-level vision
for protecting and restoring over 100,000 acres of tidal marsh and other wetland habitat in the
Sonoma Creek Baylands, which is a subset of the San Pablo Baylands. To develop the Strategy,
SLT met with many of the public and private property owners in the study area to gain
community support for its implementation. The diked agricultural baylands of Sonoma County,
including Camp 3 Ranch, represent one of the most significant remaining opportunities for tidal
wetland restoration in San Francisco Bay. In particular, Camp 3’s location as the point of
outflow for adjacent protected properties makes it a keystone property for future restoration as
laid out in the Sonoma Creek Bayland Strategy.

Acquisition

SLT will purchase the property from the private owners in fee and will retain ownership and
responsibility for property stewardship until the property can be transferred to the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service (USFWS) to add to the Refuge for long term management and stewardship. The
property is located within the boundaries of the lands and waters that Congress has approved for
acquisition by the USFWS. In the interim, before restoration and transfer of the property, SLT
will lease the property to the current owner for farming operations and revenue will be used for
property stewardship and maintenance.

Potential Future Restoration

Camp 3 presents an opportunity for potential future restoration of 1,305 acres of tidal wetlands
habitat on the property for a variety of wildlife species, including several special status species,
such as steelhead trout, Chinook salmon, California Ridgway’s rail, and salt marsh harvest
mouse. Potential restoration includes re-establishment of tidal and habitat connections between
the property and previously protected Skaggs Island, Camp 2, and Camp 4 to advance landscape-
scale restoration of an unbroken band of tidal marsh from Novato to Vallejo. Given the location
of Camp 3 and its restoration potential, public access to the property is not a definite acquisition
purpose but is allowed if compatible with protection and restoration of the property. If it occurs,
the public access would likely be limited to boating on adjacent waterways and guided walks on
the property.

Site Description: Camp 3 Ranch, also known as Kiser Ranch, is located in Sonoma County,
approximately five miles south of the City of Sonoma, east of Highway 121, and north of
Highway 37, situated between Skaggs Island and Camp 2 in the California Department of Fish
and Wildlife’s Napa-Sonoma Wildlife Marshes Area (Exhibit 1 and 4). The property’s dominant
vegetation is non-native annual grasses such as wild oats and Italian rye due to decades of hay
production. Large patches of creeping wild rye, a native perennial, are found growing on or near
the levees. The hayfields are level and well-drained compared with other agricultural land in the
area. Because of this, wetlands only occur in the drainage ditches and China Slough. About 3.8
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acres of the property consists of excavated ditches that drain the fields and are largely vegetated
by wetland plants, such as cattails, hairy bentgrass, bulrushes, and brass buttons. Currently, open
water and brackish marsh vegetation, dominated by bulrushes and saltgrass, are distributed
throughout China Slough, which was tidal before being cut off from Napa Slough and Sonoma
Creek by levees. At the north end of the slough, brackish marsh grades into seasonal wetland
where the most dominant plant species are saltgrass and Italian rye.

Near the entrance at the north-west corner of the property, there is an old single-family house
and several farming buildings in average condition from the current owner’s hay farming
operation. The buildings may be kept on the property for the interim and will be addressed in
future restoration planning but ultimately are likely to be demolished rather than retained for uses
that are consistent with the acquisition purposes, such as public access or caretaker purposes. The
Sonoma-Marin Area Rail Transit (SMART) railroad runs along the west side of the property, and
the Wingo bridge serves as the main entry point to the property from Arnold Drive. Entry to the
property is via easements over private roads. The nearby upland areas include vineyards and
water storage ponds.

The California Natural Diversity Database indicates that the following special-status species are
known to occur in the vicinity of the Ranch or may occur in the hayfields and ditches: burrowing
owl, California Ridgway’s rail, California black rail, California vole, northern harrier, salt marsh
harvest mouse, western pond turtle, saltmarsh common yellowthroat, San Pablo song sparrow,
Suisun shrew, and salt marsh wandering shrew turtle. The following special-status plant species
are known to occur recently or historically in marsh habitats in the vicinity of the property
(within 1 to 5 miles outside the levee): Delta tule pea, Marin knotweed, Mason’s lilacopsis, and
soft bird’s-beak.

Lower Sonoma Creek, which runs along the edge of the Property, is a principal stop on the
Pacific Flyway migration corridor. Protection and restoration of the property will add 1,480 acres
of Flyway habitat that provides food and shelter for millions of shorebirds and waterfowl that
migrate through the Baylands or winter there every year, including northern shoveler, ruddy
duck, bufflehead, and greater scaup. More than 30 species of waterfowl, including a significant
population of canvasback ducks—one of the largest concentrations in North America—and
approximately 50 percent of the Pacific Flyway’s diving duck population, utilize this area.

SLT is a non-profit land conservation organization that has acquired and restored wetlands in the
San Pablo Baylands region of Sonoma County since the mid-1980s. SLT’s achievements within
the San Pablo Baylands include acquisition of nearly 8,000 acres, including subsequent transfer
of Haire Ranch and Sears Point to the San Pablo Bay National Wildlife Refuge. SLT led the
development of the Sonoma Creek Baylands Strategy, which this project will advance. SLT has
worked closely with private landowners, California Native American tribes, conservation
organizations, and other public agencies at all levels of government to facilitate restoration
projects throughout Sonoma County.

PROJECT FINANCING
San Francisco Bay Restoration Authority $5,730,000
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Wildlife Conservation Board (pending) $4,885,000
Gordon and Betty Moore Foundation $1,750,000
Project Total $12,365,000

The Authority’s proposed grant of $5,730,000 will contribute to the total purchase price for the
property of $12,365,000, which is based on SLT’s appraisal.

CONSISTENCY WITH AUTHORITY’S ENABLING LEGISLATION, THE SAN
FRANCISCO BAY RESTORATION AUTHORITY ACT:

The San Francisco Bay Restoration Authority Act (SFBRA Act), Government Code Sections
66700-66706, authorizes the Authority to award grants for eligible projects in the counties within
the Authority’s jurisdiction. The project is consistent with Section 66704.5(a) of the SFBRA Act
because SLT is an eligible grantee as a non-profit organization focused on land conservation,
restoration, and stewardship, and the project is in Sonoma County, which is one of the nine
counties within the Authority’s jurisdiction. The project is consistent with Section 66704.5(b)(1)
of the SFBRA Act because it will facilitate future restoration of tidal wetlands on the shoreline in
the San Francisco Bay area, outside the Delta primary zone. The project is consistent with
Section 66704.5(e)—which provides that grants awarded under Section 66704.5(a) may be used
to support all phases of planning, construction, monitoring, operation, and maintenance for
projects eligible under Section 66704.5(b)—because acquisition of the Camp 3 Ranch property is
a necessary phase of an eligible tidal wetland restoration project. In its Request for Proposals for
Grant Round 7, the Authority authorized inclusion of acquisitions as eligible for funding. The
SFBRA Act allows for the Authority to fund acquisitions, but it cannot acquire land itself.

CONSISTENCY WITH MEASURE AA PROGRAMS AND ACTIVITIES:

The project will support the Vital Fish, Bird and Wildlife Habitat Program’s purpose to
significantly improve wildlife habitat that will support and increase vital populations of fish,
birds, and other wildlife in and around the Bay by increasing climate resilience of the San Pablo
Bay Baylands. The project will facilitate future restoration and protection of wetlands for a
number of important fish, bird, and mammal species of concern, including the salt marsh harvest
mouse, Ridgway’s rail, and numerous other shorebirds and songbirds.

The project will support the Safe, Clean Water and Pollution Prevention Program’s purpose of
removing pollution, trash, and harmful toxins from the Bay in order to provide clean water for
fish, birds, wildlife and people. The project will accomplish this objective by facilitating future
restoration of wetlands that provide natural filters and remove pollution from the Bay’s water.

CONSISTENCY WITH MEASURE AA PRIORITIZATION CRITERIA:

1. Greatest positive impact. The project is critical to the success of the Sonoma Creek
Baylands Strategy and advancing the restoration vision of the Baylands Ecosystem Habitat
Goals Science Update (2015) — to create a large, connected, protected landscape of restored
marshes from Novato to Vallejo. It will enable future restoration that can provide habitat for
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endangered species, including Ridgway’s rail and salt marsh harvest mouse and foraging and
wintering habitat for hundreds of thousands of waterfowl and shorebirds along the Pacific
Flyway.

Greatest long-term impact. The project will benefit future generations by contributing to
climate resilience. The restoration design will factor in sea level rise and the future
restoration will contribute to carbon sequestration.

. Leveraging resources and partnerships. The project relies on a private landowner as a
willing seller. The project is supported by the San Pablo Baylands CPR Project partners,
including the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Audubon California, Ducks Unlimited, and
local elected officials (see Exhibit 5). SLT has secured funding from the Gordon and Betty
Moore Foundation and is anticipating funding from the Wildlife Conservation Board, as
mentioned in Project Financing.

. Benefits to economy. The project will benefit the region’s economy by facilitating a
potential wetlands restoration project that will enable creation of jobs related to wetland
design, construction, and stewardship. Once the property is restored, it will support nature-
based flood protection to protect critical infrastructure such as State Route 37 and the
SMART rail line, farms, and residences in the Lower Sonoma Creek area that are subject to
flood-induced economic loss.

. Monitoring, maintenance, and stewardship. SLT will monitor, maintain and steward the
property in the short term. SLT has decades of experience with monitoring, maintenance, and
stewardship of protected land throughout Sonoma County. The San Pablo Bay National
Wildlife Refuge will be the eventual owner and manager of the Property and steward the
lands in the long-term.

Coastal Conservancy’s San Francisco Bay Area Conservancy Program. The project
meets the selection criteria of the Coastal Conservancy’s San Francisco Bay Area
Conservancy Program in the following ways:

a. The project is consistent with the recommended actions in the Baylands Ecosystem

Habitat Goals and 2015 Update, as it promotes the goal for the North Bay subregion
to create an unbroken band of restored marshes from Novato to Vallejo and reconnect
the San Pablo Baylands to the Sonoma Creek watershed by 2030.

b. The project is a good investment of regional resources because it advances statewide
goals and is consistent with the Sonoma Creek Baylands Strategy to restore up to
10,000 acres of diked former baylands, with a focus on linking restored wetlands to
upland habitat. Due to its location between Skaggs Island, Camp 2 and Camp 4,
Camp 3 is vital to the long-term success of this larger restoration strategy.

c. The project benefits will be sustainable or resilient over the project lifespan. The
project will allow adjacent protected lands to be fully restored, connected wetlands.

d. The project delivers multiple benefits and significant positive impact. As a critical
missing piece between previously protected properties, this acquisition will allow for
regional restoration efforts to progress that will provide climate adaptation and flood
protection benefits to nearby communities.
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e. The project planned with meaningful community engagement and broad community
support as part of the Sonoma Creek Baylands Strategy, for which SLT met with
local property owners to gain support for its implementation in the region.

7. San Francisco Bay Conservation and Development Commission’s Coastal Management
Program. The project is consistent with BCDC’s San Francisco Bay Plan, which places a
high priority on tidal restoration to provide important habitat functions and improve water
quality, as follows:

a. Tidal Marshes and Mudflats Policy 5: Where feasible, former tidal marshes and tidal
flats that have been diked from the Bay should be restored to tidal action in order to
replace lost historic wetlands or should be managed to provide important Bay habitat
functions, such as resting, foraging and breeding habitat for fish, other aquatic

organisms, and wildlife.
b. Water Quality Policy 1: The Bay’s tidal marshes, tidal flats, and water surface area
and volume should be conserved and, whenever possible, restored and increased to

protect and improve water quality.

c. Fish, Other Aquatic Organisms and Wildlife Policy 1: To assure the benefits of fish,
other aquatic organisms and wildlife for future generations, to the greatest extent
feasible, the Bay’s tidal marshes, tidal flats, and subtidal habitat should be conserved,
restored and increased.

8. San Francisco Bay Joint Venture’s Implementation Strategy. The project is on the
SFBJV Priority Project List and is consistent with, and helps achieve, the SFBJV
Implementation Strategy. In addition to meeting the primary objectives of protecting,
restoring, and enhancing bay habitats and including monitoring as part of habitat restoration
and enhancement projects, the project also helps meet the implementation strategy’s acreage
targets for the North Bay subregion.

CONSISTENCY WITH AUTHORITY’S INTERIM TRIBAL CONSULTATION
POLICY:

Per the Authority’s Interim Tribal Consultation Policy, Resolution 108, eleven letters were sent
to tribes of Sonoma County on March 27, 2024. No responses were received. SLT is working
with the Federated Indians of Graton Rancheria on their Sonoma Creek Phase I Restoration Plan.
The Tribe’s future role on the property will involve protecting traditional cultural resources and
integrating traditional ecological knowledge and design into the restoration.

COMPLIANCE WITH CEQA:

The project is categorically exempt from the California Environmental Quality Act under
California Code of Regulations, Title 14, Section 15325, which exempts acquisition of land to
preserve open space and habitat, with examples including acquisition to allow restoration of
natural conditions. Upon approval of the project, staff will file a Notice of Exemption.
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