


HEN HE WAS IN HIGH SCHOOL, Matt

Stoecker watched a steelhead struggling to jump

Searsville Dam — all 60 feet of it. The unsuc-
cessful attempts by the 2-foot fish to reach is spawning
grounds upstream in Portola Valley was a defining event
for Mr. Stoecker. It helped crystallize his passion to get rid
of the dam so that steeclhead, and possibly salmon, could
once again swim upstream to the headwaters of Corte
Madera Creek and its tributaries.

“Searsville Dam has outlived its function; it doesn’t
serve the purpose it was originally intended for,” says the
Portola Valley resident and stream ecologist. “1’d love to
see steelhead be able to spawn at the base of Windy Hill.”

dam go?

No one disputes that the 1891 dam supports a vanishing
lake. Searsville Lake, for more than 50 years one of the
Peninsula’s popular party spots, is today down to about 15
acres. It could be gone within decades, depending on the
rate at which sediment washes down from the erodible hills
bordering the San Andreas Fault in Portola Valley during
winter rains.

“I'd give it about 15 years,” says Philippe Cohen, direc-
tor of Stanford’s 1,200-acre Jasper Ridge
Biological Preserve. He speculates that
the dwindling lake will give way to wet-
lands and oak woodlands, threaded by
Corte Madera Creek — right up to the
dam.

However, turning the clock back and
removing a dam that has been in
place for 108 years in a geological-
ly — and politically — active
watershed raises enormous con-
cerns. Among them:

B What would be done
with close to a million
cubic yards of silt that
has  already
replaced more
than 90 per-
cent of the
lake’s water?

B What
would happen
to the ecosys-
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Now he’s approaching Stanford and the regional agencies
concerned with San Francisquito Creek about launching
study. Such a study — including geology, hydrology and
biology — might cost $2 million.

On Wednesday, June 14, at 2 p.m., Mr. Stoecker will
make a presentation to the Joint Powers Agency UPA)
working on measures {o improve San Prancisquito Creek
and address its flooding problems. The meeting will be m
the Palo Alie City Council conference room at 250
Hamilton Ave.

Meanwhile, Stanford, which owns the dam, is willing to
consider removal of the dam among other alternatives umder
study. These also include: leaving the dam in place. and
lowering it 16 feet to unprove draisage
upstream.

“It’s a long-term proposiion. Says
Chris  Christofferson, associate vice
provost for facilities. “It’s very comples;
we are studying the options with an opem
mind.”

Mr. Stoecker’s proposal reflects senoes
interest nationwide in removing dams that
no longer serve a purpose. To date. 455
dams, 47 of which are in California, have
been removed to restore fisheres amd
improve habitat, Mr. Stoecker says. “If yoa
really look over the long term, removal
begins to make sense.”

Disappearing lake
“This is a good piece of Arkansas,” says Dv. Cobem, as e
stands on Searsville Dam on a glorious Monday morming.
The artificial lake created by the dam represents a mew
environment, one that is alien to the natural creek that wsed
to harbor runs of steelhead, now a threatened species m
California. Warmed by the summer sun, the still water now
supports a variety of non-native, and often destructive, cres-
tures. Large-mouth bass, bullfrogs,
sunfish, and exotic crayfish —
more suitable to Arkansas tham
the Peninsula — hive m the
lake and sometimes spulf
over the dam to dine om
native species downstreans.
7As puffy clouds spit rame,
Dr. Cohen tours the dam witls

Mr. Stoecker and Jum
Johnson, who serves as
streamkeeper for CRMP
N ) (Coordinated Resouwrces

Management and Planming). &
multijurisdictional orgamiza-
tion working for restoration of
San Francisquito Creek and s
watershed.

On one side of the dam,
sparkling droplets cascade
down the concrete blocks w
San Francisquito Creck 60

feet below. On the lake side.

tem that has been the bottom is now oaly 17
evolving over the Santa Clara feet below the wavelets of
last century? County what remains of
8 What effects Searswille
would removal -—— including Lake. Becamse
. . 3 ) wese Creek o
possible flushing of sediment — mmm County of silimg. the
have on the recovering population of steel- Line z peacefol pomd
head elsewhere in the watershed? o contains less
B Would removal of the dam alleviate % than 10 per-
upstream flooding problems suffered by ;ﬁ cent of the
residents of the Family Farm neighborhood in Woodside? g water it held
@ How would removal of the dam affect flooding of San S when the:

Francisquito Creek downstream?

# How would the removal of 60 feet of concrete blocks
affect the biological preserve and surrounding communi-
ties?

B Who would pay the millions of dollars needed for stud-
ies and possible removal?

Dr. Coben is reserving judgment until he knows more
about how the proposed dam removal would affect habitats
and the scientific experiments going on at Jasper Ridge. “In
principle I'm not opposed,” he says. “The issue is, what are
the tradeoffs? And is it feasible? There are too many
unknowns, but it’s definitely worth exploring.”

Mr. Stoecker, who has been promoting the removal idea
in the press and with state and federal officials, agrees a
major study is needed to answer these and other questions.
He has talked with Sen. Byron Sher and taken an assistant
of Interior Secretary Bruce Babbitt on a tour of the dam.

Spring Valley
Water Company built Searsville Dam in 1891, Dr. Coben
estimates.

“It would be sad to remove all that bird habitat.” com-
ments Mr. Johnson, pondering what the area would be like
without the lake or the dam.

Dr. Cohen wonders how the physical removal of the dams
------ with jackhammers and bulldozers and the accompanymg
noise and dust — would affect other habitat values, as well
as the scientific experiments under way at Jasper Kidge.
“We're doing long-term experiments in global climate
change,” he notes.

Sediment
The biggest problem associated with tearing down the
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dam is what to do with the sedi-
ment, Dr. Cohen reiterates. “It’s
pushing one million cubic yards
of sediment. You could cover the
whole town of Portola Valley in
six inches of sediment.”

That sediment sluices down
from the erodible formations in
the hills of southern Portola
Valley during storms, and
deposits in the lake, backing up
water that periodically floods the
homes of Family Farm.

The 1998 El Nino storms pro-
vide a dramatic example. “We lost
almost 10 percent of the surface

-area of the lake during that one

storm,” Dr. Cohen says. “At the
height of El Nino we were getting
more than 20,000 tons a day of
sediment.”

Both major methods of sedi-
ment removal — hauling it away
or flushing it downstream — pose
huge problems that need extensive
study. If the sediment is dug out of
the lake, it has to be de-watered
before it can be trucked away.
“You need a place where it can dry
out. That’s 3 fect of sediment over
200 acres,” says Dr. Cohen.

If the dam is lowered in stages
and the sediment is allowed to
flush downstream over a period of
years, the issue becomes the effect
of this process on the lower reach-
es of the stream and the current

Almanac photo by Carol e
Philippe Cohen, director of Jasper
Ridge Biological Preserve, wants
more information before forming
an opinion on whether to remove
Searsville Dam.

where between 20 and 35 per-
cent of the San Francisquito
Creek watershed. Rain that falls
on the watershed’s 44 square
miles — stretching from Page
Mill Road to Kings Mountain on
Skyline — drains down gullies,
creeks and streams through
Woodside, Palo Alto and Portola
Valley. They all join to flow
down through Menlo Park and
Palo Alto to San Francisco Bay
in the ditch that is lower San
Francisquito Creek.

In heavy storms, that ditch
floods: in 1998 hundreds of
homes in Menlo Park and Palo

Photo by Matt Stoeck

Jim Johnson holds a 31-inch steelhead recovered from Bear Gulch Creek,
uphill from Woodside Road in Woodside. Removal of Searsville Dam would
allow the threatened fish to swim upstream into Portola Valley and spawn

in its creeks.

runs of steelhead.

“Siltation will increase down-
stream. Extra sediment could be
deposited in the streambed,
reducing the ability of the stream
to hold water,” Mr. Johnson
warns. “We need a detailed fea-
sibility study.”

This summer, Stanford, in
coordination with the JPA, will
start a study to determine the
impact of sediment on the creek
downstream after the lake is full.
“For 100 years, the dam has
trapped sediment from
upstream,” Mr. Christofferson
says. “At some time that sedi-
ment will go downstream, as is
did before the dam was built.”

The watershed

Issues surrounding Searsville
Dam cannot be viewed in isola-
tion because it controls some-

Alto were under inches to feet of
water. Understandably, residents
and the agencies that represent
them are leery of upstream
changes that might make flood-
ing worse.

There are also the questions
of how removing Searsville
Dam would affect the existing
steelhead run. Every year the
anadromous fish swim from the
ocean to spawn in the upper
reaches of Bear Creek and its
tributaries in Woodside, and Los
Trancos Creek along the San
Mateo-Santa Clara county line,
where Stanford has installed a
fish ladder.

Above Searsville Dam, there
are no steethead, only rainbow
trout, which are steethead that are
landlocked. If the barrier posed
by the dam were removed, these
fish would swim to sea as steel-

Aimanac photo by Carol vie
Jim Johnson, streamkeeper for
CRMP, has been working on restor-
ing steelhead fisheries in other
branches of San Francisquito Creek
for eight years.

head, and return {0 spawn year
after year.

Again, it will take a study to
determine the effect of removing
Searsville Dam on the present and
potential steelhead runs in all
three creek systems. Mr. Johnson
notes, “For the same flows, Corte
Madera Creek has 10 times the
sediment of Los Trancos Creek.”

Amazing fish

Growing up in Portola Valley,
Matt Stoecker came to love Corte
Madera Creek, fly fishing, steel-
head and salmon.

Now that he’s grown and
trained as a stream ecologist, that
love has transformed into his mis-
sion: to get rid of Searsville Dam
and return Corte Madera Creek
and its tributaries to the natural
state of the last century.

“I’ve developed a passion for
steelhead,” he says enthusiastical-
ly. “Steelhead bring nutrients
from the ocean and disperse them
in the watershed. Steelhead are
considered one of the best indica-
tors of watershed health. I think
the upper watershed is starving.”

After attending schools in
Portola Valley and Menlo-
Atherton High School, Mr.
Stoecker earned a degree in ecol-
ogy at the University of
California at Santa Barbara. His
senior thesis is now a funded pro-
ject to plan a steethead recovery
program for southern Santa
Barbara County.

He also writes conservation
articles for various publications,
including the Almanac. His
“Removing Searsville Dam: A
Damn Good Idea” is featured in
the spring issue of Headwaters,
the magazine of Friends of the
River.

Last fall, Mr. Stoecker returned
from several months guiding of
fiy-fishing trips in Mongolia to
take up the cause of Searsville.
He is not discouraged by the
obstacles to removing the dam,
and points to the Matilija Dam in
Santa Barbara County, which is
now slated for removal. The dam
and its watershed are similar to
Searsville, only three times big-
ger, he says. Although total
removal of the dam was thought
at first to be a crazy idea, he says,
it is "“now widely agreed 1o be in
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Phom by Matt Sty ecker
Once 60 feet deep, Searsville Lake now holds just 17 feet of water at
the dam. Sediment washed down from erodible hills along the San Andreas
Fault has filled 90 percent of the lake and reduced its size from some 300
acres to 15,

everyone’s best interest.” Mr. Stoecker hopes that com-
plete removal of the dam will be
What nexi? included in future studies, and that

Mr. Stoecker has been working  outside funding can be secured.
with Stanford and CRMP, as well  He also has high hopes for his pre-
as the state and federal govern-  sentation to the JPA on June 14.

ments, to generate interest and Dr. Cohen warns that there are
funding for a feasibility study of too many projects that do more
removing Searsville Dam. damage than the problems they

One possibility is that Sen. were designed to correct. He says,
Byron Sher might be able to  “If we do it let’s do it right.”” &
include Searsville in his new bill,
S.B. 1540, which calls for an .
inventory of dams in California More information
that might be candidates for Matt Stoecker will present his pro-
removal. If successful, this bill posal to remove the dam to the
;}nch{ also make some money Technical Committee of the San

available. “Searsville Dam may | Francisquito Creek Joint Powers
have outlived its usefulness,” Authority on Wednesday, June 14, at

Sen. Sher says cautiously. 2 p.m. in the Palo Alto City Council

The U.S. Geological Survey g\ggference room at 250 Hamilton

may also be a player in the stud- Mr. Stoecker, a stream ecologist
1es that need to be done. It }?35 with the Coast Range Ecosystem
just launched a new cooperative | Aliance, can be reached at 796-
program with CRMP to help with 9867, or by email at matts@world-
geologic evaluation of San waters.com,

Francisquito Creek and its water- The office for Jasper Ridge
shed. “We want to engage citi- Biological Preserve can be reached
g at 723-1589.

zens in a collaborative process,”
says Herman Karl of Menlo Park.
“We’ll assemble a team of experts

“The History of Jasper Ridge: From
Searsville Pioneers to Stanford
Scientists” by Dorothy F. Regnery

that can bring information to bear was published in 1991 by the

on lssues..We’ll coordinate with Stanford Historical Society, P.0. Box
other studies so we get the most 2328, Stanford, CA 94309,

out of each study.”

bemg taken over %}y Al tin Liapp
nes and Don Beeson in 1973,

o year, Stanford trustees designated 737 acres dj acem
,m S@arsvdle L&ke as the }aspey Ridge Biological Preserve. In 1976
_an: mous donor made it possible fo buy out the concession
~ and include Searsville in what has E}cce::emebne of ﬁit‘: warid’s greaf

fq udy fnatum processe:

and bear&vzne Dam ‘




