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SUBJECT:

UPDATE ON DEVELOPMENT OF A STREAM PROTECTION POLICY
CHRONOLOGY:
The Board has not previously considered this item. 

DISCUSSION:
The attached staff report describes the conceptual approach behind the development of a comprehensive stream protection policy and strategy for watersheds in the San Francisco Bay Area.  Staff is currently developing a stream protection policy that will include a technical framework for linking stream functions to beneficial uses, criteria for protecting the beneficial uses through protection of stream functions, recommended management practices for minimizing adverse impacts to streams and stream corridors, and baseline policy recommendations with priorities for future planning.  

California’s nine Regional Water Quality Control Boards are responsible for protecting the water quality and beneficial uses of the state’s waters. In order to integrate oversight of point and non-point discharges, staff of the San Francisco Regional Water Quality Control Board are continuing to develop a watershed management approach. We have found the existing regulatory approach inadequate for protecting our creeks and headwater streams.  If mitigation for creek projects is required, it generally focuses on replacing riparian vegetation, and overlooks other important stream functions such as flood retention, water conveyance, or sediment transport. This narrow focus contributes to cumulative watershed impacts and unnecessary maintenance costs for flood control, sediment removal and bank stabilization throughout the stream system.  

Regional Board staff have been developing the technical and legal framework for demonstrating that in order to protect beneficial uses of a stream, we must first protect stream functions (the physical, chemical and biological way a stream works).  To protect the functions of different stream types, we are in the process of developing a classification system that will put projects in a watershed context specific to the Bay Area.  In order to protect the functions of different stream types we intend to look at recommended best management practices which may include adequate setbacks from creeks, appropriate side slope design, reservation of adjacent floodplains for non-structural uses, and adequate measures to promote water retention and otherwise minimize degradation to the overall stream system. 

The purpose of developing a stream protection policy is to provide the tools to address many complex issues (e.g., urban runoff, watershed monitoring and assessment, new development, erosion/sedimentation, TMDLs, and waterway management) in a reasonable, scientifically defensible way that protects environmental resources while addressing the needs and concerns of landowners, developers, planning and regulatory agencies, and other stakeholders.  Understanding the links among stream functions at various scales is necessary to improve our regulatory oversight of Bay Area streams.
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