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in the Willow Creek floodplain



WE’RE 
FUNDRAISING! 

Donating to the RCD is 
a way of supporting the 
responsible stewardship of 
natural systems in your own 
backyard. Your donations 
allow us to deepen our 
offerings to the community 
and expand critical 
programs. If inspired, see 
the inserted envelope 
or donate online on our 
website, goldridgercd.org/
support-your-rcd
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WHY WE DO IT?

Reflecting on this past year, RCD staff were asked to share thoughts on why they 
do this work? “Hopeful,” “relevant,” “grounded,” “meaningful,” “at the right scale,” 

“being in partnership with my community,” and “helping the place I love more 
than any place in the world” were common themes. 

I see these values reflected in the community we work in too. In concert with 
our community, the RCD staff and Board see ourselves as an ecosystem moving 
to respond to needs in the landscape with heartfelt, thoughtful and careful 
attention. We’re all making incremental changes for the greater good at whatever 
pace and scale we can. Within the narrow focus of our individual actions, it is 
sometimes hard to see our impact, but with a bird’s eye view, we marvel at our 
collective impact. We see the beautiful actions you’re taking to care for your 
community and we are excited to share some of ours. 

We hope you celebrate with us as we share highlights from 2023, from our 
work on water conservation, salmon recovery, agricultural education for youth, 
forest resilience to wildfire, carbon sequestration on farms, and more. If you’re 
moved to share, we’d love to hear what you’re proud of, too. Email us your story at 
Support@goldridgercd.org. 

With deep gratitude to this community and their care for community and 
love of the land,

Brittany Jensen
Executive Director

LETTER FROM  
THE EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR
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Our work is funded 
through:

79%	 State grants

	10%	 Federal grants

	 8%	 Local contracts

	 2% 	 Foundations

	 1%	 Fee-for-service

	 1%	 Property taxes

	<1%	 Donations

2022–2023 
FINANCIAL REPORT

Total Expenses  
2022-2023 Fiscal Year: 
$6,141,991

 76%	 Streamflow 
Enhancement, Clean 
Water & Water 
Conservation

	10%	 Wildlife Habitat 
Enhancement

	 6%	 Fire & Forest 
Management

	 3%	 Science, Monitoring & 
Planning

	 2%	 Climate Resiliency & 
Carbon Farming

	 2%	 JEDI, Community 
Engagement and 
Education

	 1%	 LandSmart Farm 
Planning

Last year’s budget was 
just over $6.1 million. 

OUR PROGRAMS
Our vision is for a district with healthy and sustainable natural resources 
including clean sufficient water, diverse wildlife, resilient landscapes and thriving 
agriculture that are in balance with human communities, now and for future 
generations. 

Agriculture 
We partner with farmers and ranchers on a wide variety of 
projects to conserve and protect the health of our soils as the 
foundation for agricultural health and stability.

Wildlife
We restore and enhance habitat for native wildlife, including 
riparian and wetland habitat restoration and promotion of 
on-farm biodiversity.

Water
We support water conservation efforts by reducing water 
pollution, increasing cool streamwater flows, conserving 
groundwater, managing stormwater, and more.

Watershed
We help landowners to manage their sediment and nutrient 
contributions to waterways, improve flow within streams, and 
enhance riparian wildlife habitat within the multiple watersheds 
in our district.

Forestry and Wildfire 
We assist forestland managers in improving the health and 
fire-resilience of our area’s forests by managing fuel loads, 
invasive species, forest pests and improving wildlife habitat.

Education
We teach youth and adults natural resource conservation 
practices and cutting-edge land management techniques. 

Climate Change Mitigation
We work to reverse carbon emissions by fostering innovation 
in appropriate climate mitigating farming practices. We also 
help prepare our community for the impacts of an already 
changed climate. 
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Central California Coast coho salmon and 
Northern California steelhead trout have 
lived in our local rivers and creeks for 

thousands of years. Long-time residents can 
share childhood stories of when they fished 
for large, healthy salmon. Today, those 
salmon and trout populations are struggling. 

Challenges such as migration barriers, 
spawning barriers, lack of cold clean water, 
and large-scale changes in land cover have 
pushed these salmonid species to threatened 

and endangered species status. Not only are 
these fish culturally important to people, but they are also 
an ecological keystone, which means that other plants and 

animals rely on their survival. 
The RCD has worked with federal, state and local 

partners for decades on recovering these fish populations. 
Our latest effort is to restore critical habitat along Willow 
Creek (a Russian River tributary creek just south of Jenner) 
and Green Valley Creek (a Russian River tributary creek 
northwest of Sebastopol, Graton and Forestville). The RCD 
has been awarded $8.5 million by the National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) for several habitat 
restoration projects.

In Green Valley Creek, we will use the funding to move 
forward on several projects that are already in various 
stages of development. Working with the owners of Iron 
Horse Vineyards and consultants at Prunuske Chatham, 

MAJOR SALMONID HABITAT RESTORATION ON  
THE LOWER RUSSIAN RIVER
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Inc. (PCI), we will secure permits and implement a 
large-scale floodplain reconnection project using the 
NOAA funds and a cost share grant from the California 
Department of Fish and Wildlife. The project, scheduled 
for construction in 2024, will enhance seasonal wetlands 
and improve access to off-channel habitat for juvenile fish, 
which thrive in the slow-moving and productive waters 
that floodplains typically provide during high winter flows. 
NOAA funds will also help to complete designs for three 
additional, related floodplain and stream channel habitat 
projects just upstream of the Iron Horse site. In addition, a 
portion of the NOAA funds will allow the RCD to address 
flooding and fish stranding at the Green Valley Road 
crossing of Green Valley Creek.

The lower floodplain of Willow Creek has been 
dramatically impacted by past land uses, degrading aquatic 

habitat and creating obstacles to successful spawning and 
juvenile fish rearing in the watershed. Working with our 
design partners (PCI and OEI) as well as the landowner 
(California State Parks), we will use NOAA funds to design 
and begin implementation of habitat enhancements and fish 
passage improvements in three separate project areas. This 
work will include developing productive and accessible off-
channel floodplain habitats, improving fish passage through 
a reach that currently lacks a dominant stream channel, 
and restoring function to the Willow Creek estuary, just 
upstream of the confluence with the Russian River. 

These projects are expected to be completed within five 
years. We’re proud of our collective efforts to restore critical 
habitat to these native fish that are so important to us and 
the greater ecosystem. 

Facing page, left: Surveying Willow Creek’s floodplain salmon 
habitat. Top: The lower floodplain of Willow Creek has multiple, 
braided channels and a densely growing riparian forest. Bottom: 
Adult coho salmon returning to spawn in its natal stream.

This page: Iron Horse project site where we will work to create 
complex low-velocity habitats for juvenile coho salmon to use 
during the winter and spring, when streamflow is high and rapid. 
Low-velocity habitats produce a lot of insects, the main food for 
juvenile coho.
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During our recent extended drought years, 
many county residents faced significant 
water insecurity, whether through mandated 

restrictions from urban or community water 
distribution systems, unproductive wells from overdrafted 
aquifers, groundwater contamination, or emergency orders 
developed to protect streamflow from direct diversions. 
Many were forced to have water trucked to meet basic 
needs. 

Rainwater catchment is a critical piece to achieving 
water resilience and conserving water within the watershed 
for wildlife and riparian systems. California experiences 
seasonal drought during the summer, but usually receives 
ample rain in the winter. This water can be stored and used 
in the summer dry season, reducing the impact that summer 
diversions have on riparian systems and the wildlife they 
support.  It can also protect aquifers from well diversions, 
while attenuating stormwater to promote groundwater 
recharge.

Since May 2021, Gold Ridge RCD has been working 
with its partners, through funding from the Department 
of Water Resources and County of Sonoma, to spearhead a 
countywide rainwater catchment rebate program to facilitate 
construction of household-level systems. Entering its final 
year, the countywide program has thus far seen over 60 
systems built, totaling 200,000 gallons of storage, with many 
more in construction. We’ve since pulled in more funding 
from the Department of Fish and Wildlife to promote system 
construction to protect summer streamflows in the Salmon 
Creek and Jonive Creek watersheds, and have applied for 
funding to continue to serve the entire county. We will also 
be hosting workshops for both landscaping professionals and 
homeowners interested in designing and installing systems.

These programs not only provide residents technical and 
financial assistance, but also empower citizens to take action 
towards self-sufficiency and emergency preparedness.

To find out more about rainwater catchment support in 
your area, please visit: goldridgercd.org/programs/water

PROMOTING HOUSEHOLD-LEVEL  
RAINWATER CATCHMENT 
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For the last two years, Gold Ridge RCD and 
Sonoma RCD have been working together 
on the Carbon Sequestration Pilot Project to 

support compost application on agricultural 
lands, bring greater awareness and education 
about the value of applying compost, and 
sequester as much carbon in agricultural soils 

and vegetation as possible. 
This project supports landowners with the application 

of compost onto their agricultural lands. Compost is a 
source of energy for the soil ecosystem that provides a 
cascade of beneficial effects. The addition of compost 
improves the soil’s structure and ability to absorb and store 
water, reduces erosion, improves forage production, and 
increases carbon sequestration. The increase in vegetation 
productivity means more carbon dioxide is removed from 
the atmosphere and stored in the soil. 

As the Carbon Sequestration Pilot Project wraps up, we 
are happy to report it has been a huge collaborative success. 

Together Gold Ridge RCD and Sonoma RCD have reached 
a total of 16 producers covering just under 400 acres with 
a combined carbon benefit of 17,296 metric tons of CO2 
equivalent! This carbon sequestration is equivalent to driving 
3,849 gasoline-powered passenger vehicles for one year or 
planting 285,991 tree seedlings grown for 10 years (EPA, 2023). 

We see this project as a huge success and are happy 
to report that because interest in compost application 
continues to grow, Zero Waste Sonoma has created their 
own Compost Rebate Program! This program’s goal is 
to help meet the demand for compost while reaching 
statewide climate action goals. Learn more and apply at: 
zerowastesonoma.gov/compost-rebate

This project was funded by the Sonoma County Climate Resiliency Fund.

“This carbon sequestration is equivalent to 
driving 3,849 gasoline-powered passenger 
vehicles for one year or planting 285,991 tree 
seedlings grown for 10 years.”

COMPOST FOR HEALTHY SOIL AND CARBON 
SEQUESTRATION

Compost application process.
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In June, the Sonoma County Forest 
Conservation Working Group, in partnership 
with Gold Ridge RCD, the County of Sonoma 

and the Santa Rosa Junior College, hosted 
local forestland residents, landowners, land managers 
and stakeholders, in a two-day conference centered 
on managing forestland in these new and challenging 
times. The event was designed to help land managers feel 
confident about what they can do and feel supported where 
they need help. 

Gathered at the Shone Farm’s Dutton Pavilion, nearly 
200 attendees heard an inspiring panel of landowners speak 
about their experiences–some decades’ long–collaborating 
with their neighbors on fire recovery and forest health 
efforts. Supervisor Hopkins acknowledged the significant 
funding provided by the County for the event and 
expressed her confidence in the community’s ability to work 
together on solutions. “It’s pretty phenomenal the level of 
collaboration and coordination we have in Sonoma County,” 
she said. “We all have a common goal, especially after 2017 
when we all went through something that collectively 
motivated us to start talking to our neighbors and to start 
working on solutions.”

Popular solutions include thinning overstocked 
forests, creating defensible space around homes and roads, 
grazing grass before fire season, applying prescribed fire to 
grasslands and the forest understory, and burning piles of 
pruned branches. 

Taking advantage of the Shone Farm’s outdoor learning 
spaces, conference attendees studied forest ecology, forestry 
tools and management techniques, and project planning, 
permitting and funding. How to remove invasive species, 
create burn piles, work with a forester, apply for project 
funding, and better manage small-acreage forest parcels 
were main takeaways attendees appreciated learning.

Educating forestland owners and managers is a critical 
step in preparing ourselves for a challenging future. 
Conference attendee and seventh-generation Bodega 
rancher Che Casul said he’s “particularly excited about 
being able to get landowners who are interested and 
compelled to make positive changes to the landscape so 
that we can change landscapes and lives for generations to 
come after.”

See conference videos, photos, resources, upcoming 
events and more at sonomaforests.org

REFLECTIONS ON THE 2023 “LIVING WITH FIRE” 
FOREST CONFERENCE

The 2023 “Living with Fire”: Sonoma County Forest Conservation Conference was funded by 
the County of Sonoma with additional support from Sonoma Land Trust.

http://sonomaforests.org


YEAR 2023  VOL 23	  9

Residents of Camp Meeker, Occidental, Monte Rio and 
Forestville have new support in creating defensible space 
around their homes, thanks to a partnership between their 

local fire departments, Safer West County (a nonprofit lead by 
local volunteers), Fire Safe Sonoma (the county’s fire safe council) and Gold 
Ridge RCD and a $1 million three-year Fire Prevention Program grant 
from CALFIRE. Defensible space helps protect your home from wildfire 
by creating a buffer between it and flammable vegetation. It also gives 
firefighters a safer place to work in to defend your home. The partnership 
will be hosting educational workshops visiting exemplary west county 
properties that have created defensible space. To assist primarily low-
income residents, up to $1,000 rebates will be available for residents who 
hire a contractor to clear near-home vegetation, trim back overhanging tree 
branches and install non-flammable surfaces in the first 100’ surrounding 
their home. No-cost chipping services provided by each community’s fire 
department are also available to give residents a hand with processing 
vegetative debris. This project aims to create defensible spaces in rural 
communities that can be maintained for years to come. To learn more, visit 
saferwestcounty.org/grants 

WEST COUNTY PARTNERSHIP 
FOR FIRE PREVENTION

The Safer West County Defensible Space Capacity Building Project is 
funded by a Fire Prevention Grant from CAL FIRE. The North Bay 
Forest Improvement Program is funded through a block grant from 
the CAL FIRE’s Wildfire & Forest Resilience Task Force’s Small Private 
Landowner Working Group.

FINANCIAL ASSISTANCE  
TO FORESTLAND 
OWNERS

Many residents are concerned 
about the state of the forestland 
they live in or manage. They 
worry about Sudden Oak Death, 
fire hazards, invasive species, 
and degraded habitat for wildlife. 
Often the greatest barrier to 
making improvements in forests 
is financial. Recognizing this, a 
partnership between Resource 
Conservation Districts Sonoma, 
Mendocino, Lake, and Napa 
Counties created a financing 
program called the North Bay 
Forest Improvement Program 
(NBFIP). In its fourth year of 
operation, the program supports 
private non-industrial small-
acreage forestland owners and 
managers (between 5 and 500 
acres) to plan and conduct non-
commercial forest improvement 
activities such as thinning, 
planting, pruning, and fuel 
hazard reduction. Applications 
are accepted every spring and fall. 
Applicants are encouraged to work 
with their RCD before applying. 

To read more about the 
North Bay Forest Improvement 
Program and our other Forestry 
and Wildfire Programs, visit 
goldridgercd.org/programs/
forestry-wildfire/ 

http://saferwestcounty.org/grants
http://goldridgercd.org/programs/forestry-wildfire/
http://goldridgercd.org/programs/forestry-wildfire/
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Above left: Students taste-testing vegetables during 
Harvest of the Month lesson. Lower left: Students 
tending their school’s garden.
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Sonoma County hosts a $10 million fruit and 
vegetable production industry, but little of 
the bounty ends up in local schools because 
of budget constraints, staffing shortages, and 

food safety regulations that force schools to buy 
their produce from large distributors outside 
the county. The newly launched Sonoma 

County Farm to School Capacity Building 
and Sustainability Project aims to increase access to locally 
grown products and create connections in school gardens, 
classrooms, and on visits to local working agricultural lands 
to create healthy communities. We hope that increasing 
access to fresh local produce and linking students to the 
lands growing their food will foster an appreciation for 
community, productive lands, and natural resources. 

To move toward this vision of connecting youth with 
the outdoors and local food production, this project aims to 
help develop or revitalize school gardens, provide training 
opportunities for garden coordinators, facilitate farm field 
trip experiences for classrooms, host Harvest of the Month 
events on campuses, and identify opportunities to increase 
procurement of local produce by school food programs.

Harvest of the Month lessons started this September, 
with five Sonoma County elementary schools receiving 
lessons about beans and the many ways to enjoy them. The 
School Garden Network’s new Farm to School Coordinator, 
Courtney Delello, and one of Gold Ridge RCD’s two new 
GrizzlyCorps fellows, Nina Adarkar, taught seven Harvest 
of the Month lessons this September at Taylor Mountain 
Elementary alone! At the end of each lesson, students were 
asked if they would opt in for beans if they ever saw them in 
their school cafeteria, and hands shot into the air every time.

NOURISHING SONOMA COUNTY STUDENTS

This project is funded by the California Department of 
Food and Agriculture (CDFA).
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With a quarter of California’s land dedicated 
to crop farming, the need for diverse on-farm 
habitat to support wildlife and migration 

corridors is crucial to the survival of many 
species. Hedgerows, strips of native tree 
and shrub species dating back to neolithic 
times, once ribboned through our working 

landscapes as property boundaries and field 
borders, sheltering an array of mammals, birds, bats, and 
insects that provided natural pest control for adjacent crops 
and served as part of complex ecological webs. Under the 
“fencerow-to-fencerow” policies of the notorious 1970s 
Secretary of Agriculture, Earl Butz, farmers throughout 
the U.S. removed their hedgerows in an effort to increase 
agricultural production. These “get big or get out” policies 
saw a rapid rise of major agribusiness corporations, a 
corresponding precipitous decline in the financial stability 
of small family farms, and widespread loss of on-farm 
biodiversity and the multitude of species they once 
supported.

Efforts to reverse these policies and bring native 
diversity back to farms have been ongoing for decades, 
with hedgerow plantings now supported by the same Farm 
Bill programs that once called for their removal, and many 
state funding agencies recognizing the potential of our 
working lands to host our native flora and fauna. Earlier 
this year, the Gold Ridge RCD received $500,000 from the 
CA Wildlife Conservation Board, through a block grant 
managed by the CA Association of Resource Conservation 
Districts (CARCD), to fund a 5-year program to provide 
technical and financial assistance to farmers, ranchers, and 
public land managers to enhance wildlife diversity on their 
lands. We created an accessible online application process 
and have begun coordination with four area farms to 
support hedgerow establishment this fall, providing design 
assistance, funds towards materials, and crew labor through 
the Conservation Corps North Bay. We anticipate opening 
another round of applications in Spring 2024.

THE RETURN OF HEDGEROWS
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WE’VE 
REDESIGNED  
OUR WEBSITE! 
While our website has 
a new look, we are still 
the same Gold Ridge 
RCD that has served 
Sonoma County since 
1941! Check out 
updated information 
about our programs, 
search for projects in 
the RCD Project Tracker, 
find upcoming events, 
see opportunities to 
work with us, and access 
tons of educational 
resources. We’re proud 
to share our work with 
you all in this new way. 
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