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DISCUSSION:
An increasing number of Regional Board regulatory actions pertain to stream and river systems in the San Francisco Bay region.  These actions include water quality certifications or waste discharge requirements for projects that apply for Clean Water Act Section 404 U.S. Army Corps fill permits, total maximum daily loads (TMDLs) for sediments and nutrients in some of the region’s streams, and requirements for local urban runoff management programs to develop Hydrograph Modification Management Plans (HMPs).  Additionally, many of the grants for clean water to be awarded and managed by staff, under voter-approved bond measures, involve restoration proposals on various components of stream systems.  To ensure protection of streams through its regulatory and grant programs, and increase efficiency of the application process, staff has developed a technical reference circular (Circular).  Development of such technical references to streamline the regulatory and grant processes is proposed within stream protection amendments to the Basin Plan, anticipated later this calendar year.

The purpose of the Circular is to help government personnel recognize the linkages between water quality and the good physical conditions of stream channels.  This Circular is a primer prepared for immediate use by the staffs of regional boards that have provided essential additions to its content, utility and clarity.  Because it is a primer, the object is to translate a complicated field of river science into some generalizations that the relative novice to river science can apply to regulatory and program management issues.  This effort to generalize in order to make important concepts reachable to a wide population of government personnel, property owners, and private consultants has the advantage of having immediate, positive effects on protecting the environment.  Despite the inherent drawbacks to generalizing about natural systems and how they can be managed, this Circular represents the day-to-day realities that some good basic information capable of wide application has a place in the range of information made available by and for government agencies and the public.  The Circular is intended to provide immediate internal agency technical assistance while soliciting outside review and comments. It is appropriate to apply this Circular now to water quality and grant programs at all levels of government in the San Francisco Bay Area, and it is also our intention for it to be modified over time based on input from its users.


The origins of this Circular were in an urban stream restoration and flood control channel design workshop held at the Santa Clara Valley Water District in July 2001.  Part of the workshop involved the evaluation and redesign of a flood control channel on Calabazas Creek located in San Jose, California.  The workshop design engineers reconfigured the Calabazas Creek channel cross-section and profile in order to retain, and in some of the workshop design alternatives, increase the flood capacity of the channel.  Our other workshop design objectives were to significantly increase the long-term stability of the channel as well as improve and restore ecological habitat.  This “have your cake and eat it too” design experience managed to grapple with difficult urban land use constraints.  The engineers identified some previously unconsidered opportunities for increasing some project area rights-of-way and changed the treatment of the Creek within this allotted space.   Although this design did not produce a natural creek in the historic sense of what was there before urban development arrived at its banks, the redesigned project did result in a creek with a more sustainable channel slope and a channel capable of supporting diverse aquatic and riparian habitat, including fisheries habitat, which also retained, if not increased, channel capacity.

While the channel design parameters and project features were necessarily unique to the reach of Calabazas Creek being considered, the process used to evaluate different alternatives for managing the channel can be applied widely to any landscape and project site.  The evaluation process recognizes that different stream reaches under consideration for modification have a widely varying range of constraints and opportunities for protecting and/or restoring natural ecological functions.  Therefore, the same thought process, once filtered through very different site conditions, will produce projects that may look very different from each other, but nonetheless, share the common feature that the projects display an improvement in the natural features and functions associated with more natural and healthy streams. 

We are interested in promoting any stream management evaluation process that can result in the protection or restoration of natural stream functions.  This Circular applies concepts based on two decades of scientific and engineering advancements on the conditions needed both for lower maintenance, and for more sustainable and stable river channels.  It applies in part new guidance that has been issued by federal agencies on watershed stream corridor management, floodplain management and stream channel engineering.  The Circular is a response to the water quality engineers and biologists who have recognized the necessity to address the physical conditions of a stream channel, its floodplain and riparian corridor if we are to protect or improve the quality of the nation’s waters.  Upcoming proposed Basin Plan amendments are founded on this concept that physical attributes of a waterbody, including vegetation, flow characteristics, and stable channels and banks, contribute to better water quality.
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