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     The Santa Clara Valley Water District is responsible for the management of an integrated 
water resources system that includes the supply of clean, reliable water, ensuring flood 
protection and maintaining healthy creeks and ecosystems on behalf of Santa Clara County’s 1.8 
million residents and businesses.   
 
     A key component of the District’s successful management of water resources, assets and 
infrastructure is vegetation management.  The Vegetation Field Operations Unit is responsible 
for the District’s vegetation management program, which includes the following activities:  
 

• Weed abatement and vegetative pruning for fire code compliance and maintenance access 
• Control of in stream vegetation for flood control and water conveyance 
• Algae and pondweed control on Groundwater Recharge Ponds 
• Control of vegetation on Levees and Dams to maintain the structural integrity of the asset 
• Management of mitigation 
• Formal landscape maintenance  
• All pesticide related activities and compliance  

 
Work performed by the Unit exceeds 4,000 acres annually on: 
 

• 10 Dams and Reservoirs 
• 3 Water Treatment Plants 
• More than 400 acres of Groundwater Recharge Ponds 
• 140  miles of Pipeline Right of Way 
• 3 Pump Stations 
• Over 275 mile of streams 

 
     The author started his career in the vegetation program at the District in 1986, or about 70 
pounds ago.  Back in those days you came in, did your work and went home.  A regulator was a 
car part that you hoped didn’t leave you stranded on the side of the road.  Seriously, we had 
permits and agreements from agencies (formerly known as) the California Department of Fish 
and Game, and the Soil Conservation Service, and dealt with the Army Corps of engineers on 
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some projects, but for the most part, those were pretty much “slam dunks” as we went about our 
day to day business. 
 
    Things began to change in the late 1990’s.  In 1997, the California Red Legged Frog (CRLF) 
was listed as an endangered species.  The entire vegetation management program was suspended 
for the summer construction season, meaning a deferral of all work until such time as permits 
could be negotiated with the US Fish and Wildlife Service.   
 
This was the beginning of a series of species listings that would affect how and if we did 
maintenance work. 
 
     Today, the District deals with nine different agencies to acquire the various permits to do 
vegetation management and other activities in meeting the goals of its flood control and asset 
management programs: 
 
 

• California Department of Fish and Wildlife 
• United States Fish and Wildlife Service 
• United States Environmental Protection Agency 
• United States Army Corps of Engineers 
• National Marine Fisheries Service 
• Central Coast (Region 3) Regional Water Quality Control Board 
• San Francisco Bay (Region 2) Regional Water Quality Control Board 
• Santa Clara County Department of Agriculture 
• Merced County Department of Agriculture 

 
 
     Once permits are issued by these agencies, work can still not proceed without “Pre-
Construction Surveys” to determine the presence (or absence) of endangered, threatened, listed, 
or “soon to be listed” species of plants and animals.  In the Santa Clara Valley, there are 18 such 
species on the current list, with an additional 148 species which could be listed at any time in the 
future. 
 
     Pre-Construction Surveys are performed relative to the time of year, the potential for species 
presence, and even the type of terrain such as soil or vegetation type.  Each survey is only good 
for a specific time frame, which varies by species, season and surrounding habitat.  The 
following are a few examples of survey windows and durations: 
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• Ground Nesting Birds:  Surveys necessary between January 15th and August 31st.  

Duration of surveys is 14 days before re-survey is required. 
• California Red Legged Frog: Surveys required year around.  Duration of surveys is 7 

days before re-survey is required 
• California Tiger Salamander: Surveys are necessary year around.  Duration of surveys is 

7 days between August 1st and October 31st, and 3 days between November 1st and July 
31st before re-survey is required. 
 

 
Program Limits 
 
     As part of the permitting process, the District set up program limits.  By definition, program 
limits “Define the maximum amount of work by activity that will be performed during the life of 
the permit. 
 
     Program limits relative to vegetation management consist of “Acres of Work Performed” and 
“Quantity of Herbicides Used”.  In the case of the current permit the program limits define the 
total limits for the 10 year program as well as the annual limit in any one year of the permit.  For 
example, the annual limit may be 20% of the program limit, but the program limit may not be 
exceeded. 
 
     I would caution anyone setting up a similar program that you may want to carefully consider 
whether or not to use a staff person with only 3 years left in their career to establish the 10 year 
program limits.  On one hand they have no real ownership in the end results of the ten year 
program.  On the other hand, you have someone to blame if things do go wrong.  Check their 
work carefully! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Reporting 
 
     As part of the permit requirements, the District is required to prepare and submit two 
documents each year defining the work proposed and the work performed.   
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• The Notice of Proposed Work, or NPW defines the location, amount of work and activity 
type proposed.  The NPW is due to the agencies April 1st of each year.   

• The Annual Post Construction Report, or PCR describes the location, amount of work 
and activity type actually performed.  The PCR is also used to calculate and track the 
work limits total for the year. 
 
 
 

Summary 
 
    To say that things have changed dramatically in how work can be performed on Santa Clara 
Valley Water District projects since 1986 would be an understatement.  The cost of doing work 
has risen significantly with the added costs of permits, surveys, mitigation of impacts and 
reporting of work performed.  It costs more to do less.  The level of service is reduced, as a 
larger portion of the budgeted funding for projects is spent on these added costs, and in effort to 
minimize impacts and provide associated mitigation.   
 
     The public taxpayer expects the same level of service as they are accustomed to, which can 
only be achieved through increased costs.  Priorities for work types have to be established.  
Having to find different ways to approach the work to accomplish the desired outcomes becomes 
a way of life.   
 
Educating the public and “re-tooling” their expectations is critical to the success of any program.  
The modern vegetation manager who can accomplish this will have a successful program. 
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