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A stand of California bay trees overlooks the Corte Madera Creek Watershed from Loma Alta. 
Photo by Charles Kennard 

Flood Protection and 
Watershed Program 

Update  

The Ross Valley Flood Protec-
tion and Watershed Program is 
moving forward. The Capital Im-
provement Plan Study Report, 
which identifies a number of ac-
tions to meet the programõs objec-
tives, was presented at a meeting of 
the Flood Zone 9 Advisory Com-
mittee meeting on May 23, 2011.  

The program has three major 
components, each of which in-
cludes both flood reduction and 
habitat enhancement measures:     
1) detention basins to reduce peak 
flow during flood events, 2) increas-
ing channel capacity in four critical 
reaches most likely to have severe 
flooding by removing constrictions 
and modifying channels, and         
3) enlarging the extent of tidal wet-
lands and so increasing the volume 
of water that moves in and out dur-
ing a tidal cycle.  

Reports on existing creek con-
ditions in the Ross Valley, and the 
Capital Improvement Plan Study 
Report ,  can be found at 
www.marinwatersheds.org, under 
Program Participants. Three articles 
in this issue of Creek Chronicles 
describe specific measures in the 
report: In-stream Measures and Sedi-
ment Management on page 3, Detention 
Basins on page 4 and Flood Manage-
ment and Natural Habitats on Page 6.  
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A driver heading east from San 
Geronimo Valley will come across a 
blue sign reading òEntering Corte 
Madera Creek Watershed,ó and si-
multaneously realize it is time to 
change gears, for the car has crested 
the hill. What is a watershed, and 
why are so many people promoting 
the idea? 

In American English, a water-
shed is a valleyñnarrow, or broad 
as a plainñor a collection of valleys 
that all drain into the same water-
course. However this meaning is, 
according to the Oxford English 
Dictionary, a òlooseó interpretation 

of the original usage: the line sepa-
rating slopes which drain into dif-
ferent watercourses, and is less con-
fusingly known as a drainage divide. 
The expression òwatershed eventó 
reflects the original meaning, of a 
turning pointñnot of a harbinger 
of universal change. Here we will 
use the scorned òlooseó meaning, 
of a valley or drainage basin.  

Modern automobiles have done 
much to obscure the recognition of 
watersheds, but watersheds are sig-
nificant in many ways. California 
Indian communities were centered 
on creeks, where the most sought-
after natural resources were located, 
while their territorial limits coin-
cided with drainage divides. This 
arrangement minimized conflict 
over resources and conflict that 
could be provoked by accidental 
encounters. Local Mexican grant 
boundaries recognized the same 
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Many people know that adult 
steelhead trout dart up local creeks 
to spawn in the winter. But many 
people donõt know that steelhead of 
all sizes, from 1-inch fry to 16-inch 
smolts, move throughout the 
stream system in every month of 
the year when water is flowing. An-
other thing people may not know is 
that dams are built every year in the 
watershed by children and well-
meaning adults, and that these dams 
can block the movements within 
the watershed that are critical to the 
steelhead life cycle.  

Dams of all sizes can have an 
impact on steelhead. Obviously 
Phoenix Lake dam on Ross Creek 
completely blocks steelhead from 
accessing the excellent habitat up-
stream of the dam. The small, tem-
porary dams built, for the most 
part, by children playing in the creek 
during the low-flow season, can 
have the same effect. For example, 
take a 12-inch-high dam of gravel, 
rock, and concrete rubble that kids 
might build in an afternoon and 
then leave in place. Water will flow 
through the bottom of this dam, 
leaving the top dry, and fish will not 
be able to swim past it, because fish 
need surface flow to move up-
stream or downstream of obstruc-
tions. Even dams which are pass-
able are considered harmful because 
they can slow and tire fish.     

Steelhead travel through the 
creeks every month of the year in 
response to various instincts. In the 
winter, steelhead migrate into the 
watershed from the ocean to spawn, 
and after spawning they may mi-
grate back down to saltwater. 
Around the same time, juvenile 
steelhead undergo a transformation 
from a stream-dwelling form to an 
ocean-going form, during which 
time they are known as smolts. 
Smolts migrate to the estuary from 
February through June. Juvenile 

Summer Dams  
by Parker Pringle 

steelhead and resident rainbow 
trout will move upstream and 
downstream within the creek, in all 
months of the year, to escape haz-
ardous water conditions, to find 
food, and to spawn. In Ross Creek 
and San Anselmo Creek, which go 
dry in long stretches during the 
summer, steelhead born in the 
spring must move to perennial flow 
sections to avoid being stranded in 
shrinking pools.   

An example of the dramatic 
effect dams can have on the steel-
head population: in 2008 the wet 
season effectively ended before 
March 1. Quickly, stream flows di-
minished to dry season levels. In 
May of that year, a large gravel dam, 
about 18 inches tall and 20 feet 
wide, was discovered on Corte 
Madera Creek a quarter of a mile 
above the flood control channel. 
Water was passing through the base 
of the dam, but not over it, and it 
was impassable to steelhead trout, 
because steelhead need a path of 

surface-flowing water to guide them 
past obstructions. This dam was 
built sometime in the springñthe 
worst possible time because smolts 
were migrating to the estuary. All 
the smolts from San Anselmo and 
Fairfaxñthe great majority of the 
watershedõs smolt populationñmay 
have been stopped in their tracks 
here: they wonõt jump downstream 
over dams. This would have se-
verely limited the number of adult 
steelhead returning to the watershed 
during the past two winters.  

Building dams or otherwise 
altering the streambed in a way that 
impacts the flow of the creek re-
quires permission from the Depart-
ment of Fish and Game and other 
agencies. Some creekside home-
owners build summer dams in the 
belief that they are benefitting fish, 
but these fish are effectively pre-
vented from following instincts that 
have preserved the species for mil-

Flood Lawsuits Settled  
by Ann Thomas 

(Continued on Page 6) 

Three different lawsuits filed in 
the wake of the 2005 New Yearõs 
Eve flooding and subsequent flood 
fee election have been settled. 

 In fall of 2006 a group of indi-
viduals and businesses that had 
been flooded filed a class action suit 
alleging that San Anselmo and 11 
other entities had contributed to the 
flooding. The case did not go to 
trial. It was settled in principle and 
the settling defendants are currently 
working with plaintiffs to document 
the terms of the settlement. 

In fall of 2007, following the 
June election for a storm drainage 
fee on property within the Flood 
Zone 9 district, to partially fund a 
flood protection plan for the dis-

trict, San Anselmo resident Ford 
Greene filed a lawsuit questioning 
the legality of the election. In June 
2010 the California Supreme Court, 
hearing the case on appeal, ruled 
the 2007 election had been con-
ducted according to law and dis-
missed the lawsuit. 

In October 2007 the Marin 
United Taxpayers Association as-
serted that the Ross Valley flood fee 
election failed to comply with 
Proposition 218. This suit was set-
tled in May 2010 when the county 
agreed to reimburse plaintiffs for 
costs and legal fees and also agreed 
to enter into some non-monetary 
stipulations regarding any future 
elections in Flood Zone 9. 
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Re-plumbing the Watershed for Flood Management  
by Sam Wilson 

 

In downtown San Anselmo several businesses span the creek, and the buildings are so low that high flood water will back up against them and spill out 
into San Anselmo Avenue. At left, a storm drain enters from the vicinity of Andronicoõs Market. Photo by Sam Wilson 

(Continued on Page 5) 

A primary goal of Marin 
Countyõs flood-management plan 
for the Ross Valley is to reduce im-
pediments to flow and enlarge 
channel capacity along Corte 
Madera Creek and its major tribu-
taries to dimensions capable of con-
taining the one-percent-annual-
chance flood (also termed the 100-
year flood) in conjunction with large 
detention basins. The plan specifies 
over 160 measures to increase ca-
pacity in four critical reaches of the 
watershed: Fairfax Creek, Sleepy 
Hollow Creek, San Anselmo Creek, 
and Corte Madera Creek.   

Implementing the Countyõs 
plan has to take into account many 
potential hydraulic impacts, includ-
ing the consideration that removing 
certain constrictions might result in 
downstream damage at points 
where the channel isnõt prepared to 
accommodate increased flow. 
Hence, implementation of convey-
ance-capacity measures will gener-
ally proceed from lower to upper 
reaches, although there will be a 
good deal of overlap in timing for 

projects that require a number of 
years from design through imple-
mentation. A jurisdictional compli-
cation muddies the waters in that 
while three of the reaches fall within 
the purview of Flood Zone 9ña 
collaboration among the County, 
the City of Larkspur, and the towns 
of Fairfax, San Anselmo, and 
Rossñthe Army Corps of Engi-
neers is in charge of the lowest 
reach in the watershed, in Ross and 
Kentfield. The County and its con-
sultants anticipate a total time hori-
zon, from planning through imple-
mentation, of 10 to 20 years.  

Following is a sequential listing 
of major-project implementation in 
the four reaches. In addition to the 
measures listed here, which involve 
mainly bridges, buildings, and other 
structures, capacity-increasing meas-
ures including top-of-bank flood-
walls and berms, retaining walls, and 
channel deepening and widening 
will also be implemented along sec-
tions of all four reaches.   

Corte Madera Creek 
�x��Remove timber fish ladder up-

stream of the concrete channel. 

�x��Construct a gradual transition 
from the natural channel to the 
concrete channel. 

�x��Construct floodwalls upstream 
and downstream of the ladder. 

San Anselmo Creek 
�x��Enlarge the channel downstream 

of 634-636 San Anselmo Ave., by 
measures including replacing the 
Winship Ave. bridge, increasing 
channel capacity beneath the 
bridge at Tunstead Ave., and 
modifying the channel beneath 
the creek-spanning building at 
241-255 Sir Francis Drake Blvd. 

�x��Either modify or remove the 
structure at 634-636 San 
Anselmo Ave., a critical constric-
tion, and remove sediment from 
beneath the neighboring up-
stream structures at 638-730 San 
Anselmo Ave. 

�x��Modify or replace bridges at in-
tersection of Center Blvd., Syca-
more and San Anselmo Aves. 


