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Objective

There were two principal objectives of the Assessment.  The first objective was to test a particular assessment method on three pilot watersheds in the Santa Clara Basin.  The second was to produce assessment conclusions, which could help guide the preparation of the Watershed Management Initiative’s Action Plan. It was hoped that the conclusions would be of two types: 1) Basin-wide conclusions that would suggest actions for all of the sub-basin watersheds, and 2) Creek-specific conclusions which would suggest actions for each of the three pilot watersheds:  Guadalupe, San Francisquito, and Upper Penitencia.

As will be described more fully below, a large amount of useful information was assembled for and obtained from the Assessment.  However, available data was insufficient to draw many specific conclusions about the creeks of the pilot watersheds or to make suggestions for basin-wide actions.   The principal benefits of the assessment were:  1) identifying data weaknesses and 2) providing information for the design of future assessments.

Approach

The Watershed Management Initiative (WMI) selected the following beneficial uses and stakeholder interest as indicators for conditions of each watershed:

1. Cold Freshwater Habitat (COLD)

2. Preservation of Rare and Endangered Species (RARE)
3. Water-Contact Recreation (REC-1)
4. Municipal and Domestic Water Supply (MUN)
5. Protection From Flooding (PFF)
The Assessment approach was to:

1. Divide each of the three pilot watersheds (Guadalupe, San Francisquito, Upper Penitencia) into “reaches” wherein the physical characteristics within a stream section were fairly similar.

2. Use existing data (instead of conducting new fieldwork).

3. Attempt to determine whether beneficial uses were supported and occurring in a particular reach.
4. Attempt to determine why a reach was not supporting a given beneficial use or stakeholder interest, and determine the limiting factors causing the problem. 
5. Evaluate the quality of the data used and determine whether the certainty of each conclusion was high, low, or inbetween.
A “Framework” and  logic diagram was developed to help determine whether a given beneficial use was supported.  If a beneficial use was not supported, or only partially supported, then physical, chemical, and biological conditions were reviewed in an effort to discover what limiting factors were causing the problem.

The assessment work evaluated information from more than 500 data sets following the Assessment Framework approved by stakeholders.  The work process included 10 meetings organized by use/interest, two meetings by watershed, and over four workshops by chapters. A quality review process was enforced throughout the work process. 

Resource Limitations

The majority of the assessment work was funded through a CALFED grant ($200,000), provided to the City of San Jose, through the Santa Clara Valley Water District, and in-kind services provided by WMI stakeholders. The contract work was completed in December 2002.  The Santa Clara Valley Water District and the Cities of San Jose, Palo Alto and Sunnyvale provided funding and/or staff support for the establishment of the assessment database and Data Repository, for production of major parts of the Report, and for processing of stakeholder comments. 

Results

Due to the fact that not all existing data was able to be included, that there were limitations of the data, and that there were different possible ways of segmenting creeks and evaluating the data, it was necessary to heavily qualify assessment results.  Thus, the major use of this assessment will be for designing future assessments, and not for selecting particular protection/restoration strategies, either for individual reaches or for the entire Basin.

The pilot assessments established the following important parameters that will serve future assessment efforts and improve long-term watershed management in the Santa Clara Basin:

1. The identification of special status species for use as a basis in evaluating the RARE beneficial use.

2. A planning-level approach for dividing watershed streams into “reaches” that enhances the ability to manage streams and stream data.

3. Identification of the best data types for the assessment of key beneficial uses.

4. A protocol for managing watershed data has been established through the development of the Metadata Database (MDDB).

The assessment process also performed the following key functions: 

1.
Evaluation of the availability and utility of water quality-related data collected over the last fifteen years.

2.
Documentation of the suitability and limitations of the WMI Assessment Framework for providing an objective, repeatable approach to conducting beneficial use-oriented watershed assessments. 

3.
Establishment of a basis for making decisions regarding future data collection efforts.

From an assessment perspective, the stakeholders completed an in-depth look into the existing data sets and an understanding of the “state of the data” was reached.  Over 470 data sets were documented and evaluated through the assessment process.  The review of the MDDB data sets documented the quantity and quality of data and identified organizations in the region that have collected watershed information, especially water quality data.  Significant gaps in the existing data needed to fully evaluate beneficial use support were identified.

The pilot assessments developed support status statements for those reaches and uses that had a sufficient amount of available data. The limiting factors identified for those reaches should serve as a starting point for additional study and data collection designed to determine underlying causes for the limiting factors and identify options for restoring full use support.  An overall summary of the key findings is presented below:

Cold Freshwater Habitat (COLD):  The primary factors noted in the pilot assessment limiting the availability of cold freshwater habitat are a lack of present indicator macro-invertebrates, low or non-existent summer streamflow, and water temperatures too high to sustain cold freshwater species.

Municipal and Domestic Water Supply (MUN):  Turbidity and/or total dissolved solids were common limiting factors, as was fecal coliform count. 

Water Contact Recreation (REC-1):  In some reaches where data on the primary and secondary indicators were available (fecal coliform count and other water quality constituents), exceedances of the criteria for these indicators represent the limiting factor.  For other reaches, however, the only available data were on tertiary (least preferred) indicators covering aesthetics and stream access.  Within these reaches, limitations on access to the stream and documented aesthetic problems (presence of trash, poor water clarity, lack of adequate streamflow or water depth) form the limiting factors.

Protection from Flooding (PFF):  The limiting factor for reaches that cannot safely convey the 100-year flow without causing property damage is a lack of adequate channel capacity combined with the encroachment of urban/residential land uses into the stream’s 100-year floodplain.

Preservation of Rare and Endangered Species (RARE):  Because the factors affecting support of the RARE beneficial use are specific to the habitat requirements of individual special status species, it is difficult to identify the factors limiting the presence of these species within the pilot watersheds without conducting detailed habitat surveys.  Data available to the assessment team consisted primarily of species observations and no recent detailed species habitat surveys were available among the data compiled for the assessment.  Since species observation information does not provide much insight into habitat quality, no limiting factors were identified for these reaches.

Conclusions

1. The principal conclusion of the assessment is that data limitations make it impossible to fully determine the level of beneficial use support and limiting factors in the three pilot watersheds using the assessment approach selected.  Therefore, the principle benefit of this assessment is to help design future field data collection and assessment efforts.  

2. Since the three pilot watersheds assessed are relatively "data rich" compared to most sub-watersheds, it is very unlikely that conducting more of this type of assessment will be useful in the near term. A regulatory-driven beneficial use-based assessment approach, such as the one embodied in the Assessment Framework, would need substantially more data to determine whether or not a stream supports a given beneficial use or water quality standard.
3. The vast majority of the data available within each watershed is on the main stem or the lower, principal tributary stream reaches, while little data has been collected in upland tributaries.

4. Data gaps identified by the assessment process can be used to develop short- and long-term monitoring program recommendations and guidance.

5. Future data collection efforts undertaken within the Santa Clara Basin should include data which would establish whether the five selected “beneficial uses” are being supported within streams and reservoirs.

6. Monitoring that is targeted toward identifying the source or cause of the limiting factors should be conducted in order to identify the corrective actions needed to restore the use to the reach.

