URBAN CREEK PROGRAMS
Water warriors 
United Creeks Council quietly fights to bring streams to light 
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In a small office in West Berkeley, a nonprofit has quietly proved that natural streams are less expensive and more sustainable than concrete culverts and channels. It has transformed the way the Bay Area thinks about water -- and the world is watching. 

Urban Creeks Council was founded 20 years ago in the wake of the Bay Area's first creek restoration -- Berkeley's Strawberry Creek. Steve Donnelly, co-director of UCC, explains that Strawberry Creek was once buried in a culvert beneath an empty lot. Bringing a culverted creek to the surface is called "daylighting." "This was really the first daylighting project in California," he says. He says some people argue that Napa Creek was the first daylighting project, but he disagrees with them because, "all they did was take the top off a concrete channel." 

Working under the revolutionary principle that natural streams are less likely to flood and less expensive to maintain, UCC has slowly persuaded numerous local communities to replace malfunctioning culverts and concrete channels with natural streams. Borrowing heavily from the pioneering stream engineering work of fluvial geomorphologist Ann Riley, among other experts, UCC uses old pictures, aerial photographs and old drawings to reconstruct original creek channels. Backhoes are brought in to break out the concrete and create meanders (bends in the creek). Then soil bioengineering, an artistry of biodegradable filter fabric and fast-rooting riparian plants, is used to stabilize creek banks. 

Funded largely by grants from the state Department of Water Resources, this tiny office (three employees and a few dedicated volunteers) has restored sections of Cordonices Creek in Berkeley, sections of Baxter Creek in Richmond and El Cerrito, sections of Wildcat Creek in San Pablo and North Richmond, a section of Village Creek in Albany and a section of Blackberry Creek in Berkeley. These are just their local projects; in the past 20 years, UCC has become a statewide organization, with chapters in Santa Barbara and Sacramento, and affiliates across California. 

Wil Bruhns, senior engineer with the San Francisco Bay Regional Water Quality Control Board, says: "(UCC is) more the practical-type environmentalist as opposed to the ideological environmentalist. They're the kind of environmentalists we like; they're into 'how do we get things done.' "Because they work with people, they don't make enemies. It takes longer, it means they have to be willing to negotiate, give in." 

Recently, co-founder Carol Schemmerling and Donnelly took nine visitors from Seoul to Strawberry Creek. South Korea wants to undertake a similar project on the Cheonggyecheon River and the envoys came to Berkeley for technical advice from UCC. Rather than rebuild or retrofit a crumbling freeway structure that was built over the 8 1/2-mile-long Cheonggyecheon, the city plans to reroute the road and daylight the waterway. The proposed $307 million project, which is scheduled to begin early next year, would be the equivalent of rearranging downtown Manhattan so a river could flow through the middle. 

"If they can do it, it will be the biggest daylighting project ever," Donnelly says. He shakes his head at the thought. The birth of UCC is a story about the power of a small group of people to affect change. In 1984, a section of Strawberry Creek was brought to the surface in an effort led by Schemmerling (then chairwoman of the Berkeley Parks and Recreation Commission) and Parks architect Doug Wolfe. 

As Schemmerling tells it: "Wolfe did an incredible job. He wanted it open, but his bosses said it was too expensive. And they said, 'People will (fall in and) die if we open up the creek.' So I held a hearing, and I invited David Brower (former Sierra Club executive director and founder of the Earth Island Institute)." Schemmerling laughs at the memory. "David got up, and you know he's about 9 feet tall and has the voice of God, and he said, 'You will be derelict in your duty to the environment if you do not open up this creek.' " 

Schemmerling also insisted on using Riley's agency in the first project. The author of "Restoring Streams in Cities" and now known internationally for her innovative creek-engineering work, Riley provides the scientific muscle behind most Bay Area creek restoration projects. Riley and Schemmerling went on to found the Waterways Restoration Institute and UCC, respectively, as resources for an emerging creek-restoration movement. 

(The agencies are so closely aligned that they share office space). "At one point, WRI provided the technical expertise, and we provided the political organizing advice," says Donnelly, "but now UCC really does both." 

UCC sees itself as a "big sister" of creek restoration. Communities that have identified a creeks issue can come to UCC for assistance with funding, community organizing, engineering and everything in between. Creeks Speak, a newsletter of the Aquatic Outreach Institute, lists 10 community-based creek advocacy groups in the East Bay, what Schemmerling calls the "friends of" groups. 

"The Urban Creeks Council is the reason that all these groups exist," says Susan Schwartz of Friends of Five Creeks. "They provide the basic information and guidance that starts many, if not all, creeks groups now." UCC also frequently partners with local governments. For example, they've worked with the City of San Pablo to restore two sections of Wildcat Creek and a section of Peralta Creek. 

City Engineer Scott Christie says, "In one case, we would have (done something anyway) because we had a partial bank failure. In the other cases, I don't think we would have done anything for some time -- there are too many problems with funding and expertise." The results are tangible. "One of the things the City of El Cerrito told us, " Schemmerling says, "is that during El Nino they received a couple of hundred calls (complaining about problems with) culverts -- and two calls about open creeks." She pauses. "They saw the light." 

"In this area, using the methods we use, we are the only organization doing this," Donnelly says. He says that other erosion-control agences that do creek projects use concrete and other non-natural methods. Much of UCC's work involves undoing mistakes made by creeks and waterways agencies in the past 150 years. 

"The classic mistake of the Army Corps, for example," Donnelly says, "was to overdesign channels. They were so worried about the flooding they made the channels too wide to handle normal flows. This ends up having the opposite effect: wide, slow flows deposit more sediment, creating a flood hazard which they correct by dredging -- at a huge cost to taxpayers each year. Some of these engineers understand what they're doing doesn't work, because nature has proved it. But they don't really know what else to do." 

William DeJager, a biologist with the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers concurs that some of the earlier Army Corps thinking has now proved to be problematic. "There was a lot of channelization of creeks in the '40s and '50s by the Army Corps of Engineers and other agencies," he says. "The main losses were habitat and general environmental quality." Alameda Creek, for example, "was channelized, and now they have sediment accumulation in the channel. It's a huge problem." 

DeJager is quick to point out that the Army Corps has changed its practices since the 1940s, and now tries to avoid channelization and consider sedimentation, although it still hasn't fully embraced bioengineering. 

"(The Army Corps and other agencies are) is still using gabions and such, just out of habit. Biotechnical erosion control still is an evolving discipline that has been used successfully in a few places, but some people still don't trust it." Both Schemmerling and Donnelly emphasize that creek restoration can be affordable. 

"Our kind of bioengineering methods are low-cost and low-tech," Schemmerling says. "And if they fail for any reason, it's not expensive to put (them) back. But if your concrete fails -- or other strange things people put in creeks -- it's very expensive. "There's no question there's a social benefit, particularly if where the streams are involved the people are involved." 

Donnelly lists the benefits: improved water quality, improved habitat for fish and game, aesthetic value, and often, an increase in local property values. He explains that, almost universally, average income declines as one goes lower in the watershed. Consequently, lower watersheds, which often have the greatest need (because trash, pollutants and rainfall from the entire community wash down to the lower watershed), have the least time and money to devote to environmental concerns. 

UCC, determined to ensure community resources are assigned to lower watersheds, has undertaken projects in Lower Wildcat Creek in North Richmond, Wildcat Creek at 23rd Street in San Pablo, San Pablo Creek at Kennedy Plaza in San Pablo, Village Creek in Albany and Lower Cordonices Creek in Berkeley. Projects for Wildcat Creek at Church Lane in San Pablo and Peralta Creek at Cesar Chavez Park in Oakland are under design. "But we only go into communities we're invited to go into," Schemmerling says. 

Part of the reason UCC only goes where it is invited is its emphasis on nvolving communities in their own restoration projects. When asked by a Korean engineer how to involve a low-income community that does not have a lot of discretionary time, Schemmerling answered "just by asking their opinion."  During the design process for Oakland's Peralta Creek, for example, well- attended meetings allowed community desires -- vegetation that did not create hiding places, good lighting -- to be incorporated into the design for the park. 

UCC also nearly always uses the East Bay Conservation Corps (a job-training program for at-risk youth) to do the heavy labor on its projects, ensuring that community youth are involved in the restoration.  Sergio Brambila, an EBCC supervisor whose crew has executed projects such as planting willow stakes at Baxter Creek and re-engineering banks on Wildcat Creek, says, "(The corps members) get to see change in their own communities." 

His crew leader, Kenneth Jones, is proud of his role in such changes: "One day down the line I can take my kids to Richmond, Albany, Berkeley and Oakland and show them (the creeks I worked on) and explain to them, 'It didn't always look like this.' " Brambila is also enthusiastic about the learning opportunities available on UCC projects -- in geomorphology and watershed awareness -- but also in what he calls "our perspective about how the world works." 

"When we (restored) Wildcat Creek on Tilden golf course, we had to trench along both banks, then bury the coir (coconut fiber) fabric at the toe of both banks. It was back-breaking work. But then the first big storm came, and 98 percent of the work we'd done was destroyed. We'd shown (the corps members) the concepts, the planning -- then they got to see how Mother Nature does its own thing." Asked to project what UCC will pioneer in the next 20 years, Schemmerling immediately says bioremediation -- using plants to remove toxins from contaminated waterways. 

"One of the things vegetation does is take up the pollutants in the water," she explains, growing excited. The plants can be harvested yearly, until an area is cleared of contaminants. "They've done studies in Hayward, down by the dust marsh -- and streams with lots of vegetation deliver very little copper to the marsh. "And there's the work that's been done in Europe, around Chernobyl. Things like that we haven't had enough money for yet," she says and sighs. "But we've been around 21 years now -- and I've learned nothing happens quickly. You do the best you can."#

 

