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What are Gold Ridge RCD’s strategic
goals to enhance the community, and 
how are they funded?
Last year’s budget was just under 2 million. Our work 
is funded through federal (37.6%), state (37.1%) and 
local (7.7%) grants, fee-for-service (11.9%), foundations 
(2.7%), parcel tax (1.8%), and donations from our 
community (1.2%). Here’s how those dollars were spent: 

OUR STRATEGIC PROGRAM OBJECTIVES 
AND PLANNED ACTIONS:

CLIMATE RESILIENCY AND CARBON FARMING: We 
work with our partners to develop and fund programs 
which reduce greenhouse gases, increase carbon 
sequestration, improve agricultural and residential 
water security, and enhance wildlife habitat.

ENVIRONMENTAL REGULATION COMPLIANCE 
ASSISTANCE: In partnership with our community, we 
help landowners understand and voluntarily comply 
with or exceed federal, state and local regulations. 

STREAMFLOW ENHANCEMENT AND WATER 
CONSERVATION: We work cooperatively with 
landowners and land managers to meet domestic and 
agricultural water needs, while ensuring that streams 
in district watersheds have sufficient flow to support 
aquatic and riparian ecosystems.

CLEAN WATER: We work to enhance water quality, 
prevent non-point source pollution, and protect 
aquatic ecosystems.

SCIENCE, MONITORING AND PLANNING: With many 
partners, we assess and document environmental 
conditions and trends, and use this information to 
guide activities and evaluate proposed management 
projects and strategies.

WILDLIFE HABITAT ENHANCEMENT: We collaborate 
with and educate partners and landowners to restore 
and enhance habitat for native wildlife, including 
riparian and wetland habitat restoration, instream 
improvements, and promotion of on-farm biodiversity.

FINANCIAL REPORT: HOW FUNDING 
MEETS OUR RCD STRATEGIC GOALS

We, at the Gold Ridge RCD, understand 
that farmers and ranchers are on the frontlines of 
the climate crisis. Impacts from extreme weather 
events, unpredictable weather patterns, and rising 
fuel costs are adding stress to and sometimes 
devastating our rural communities in Sonoma 
County and across the country. The good news is 
that investments in agricultural conservation not 
only support the long-term viability of our local 
and regional food systems but can also lead to a 
significant drawdown of carbon dioxide (CO2) 
from the atmosphere, while also protecting carbon 
already stored in soils and plants. 

Gold Ridge RCD staff and board, in partnership 
with farmers and ranchers in our district, are proud 
to share the work we are doing to mitigate and 
adapt to a changing climate. Over the last five 
years, we have played a leading role in developing 
and promoting the idea of carbon farming as a 
logical response to the climate crisis. It’s basic 
science: we use the sun’s energy, carbon dioxide 
in the atmosphere, and moisture and nutrients in 
the soil to grow plants—good old photosynthesis! 
What’s new is our increased understanding of 
the critical relationship between organic rich 
soils, abundant plant life, and an atmosphere 
that can sustain life as we know it. It is estimated 
that one third of the excess carbon dioxide in the 
atmosphere was once fertile topsoil and forests. 

The goal of carbon farming is to intentionally take 
excess carbon dioxide out of the atmosphere, 
where it has become a cause of atmospheric 
change, and store it where it belongs in healthy 

soils and plants. The United States Department 
of Agriculture (USDA) has identified over 35 
agricultural management practices that have a 
direct climate benefit, from adding compost to 
farm fields to growing hedgerows and stream-side 
forests. Gold Ridge RCD is one of 37 resource 
conservation districts across California helping 
farmers and ranchers become carbon farmers 
by deploying one or more of these time-tested 
strategies on their lands. 

Through the RCD’s carbon farm planning process, 
farmers and ranchers identify ways to reduce 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions from agricultural 
operations, while identifying all the ways they 
can increase and protect carbon storage on the 
land. A carbon farm plan quantifies the amount 
of carbon capture and storage both annually and 
over time through adoption of climate beneficial 
agricultural management practices. RCDs are using 
this information to leverage local, state and federal 
funding to reducing societies’ carbon footprint 
and meeting public GHG reduction goals. 

I’m grateful for the farmers and ranchers working on 
the front lines to make a difference through carbon 
farming. Together, we can meet these ambitious 
targets and turn the tide toward a safer climate.

With Admiration,
br it t any jensen

TOTAL EXPENSES 2018-19 FISCAL YEAR

$1,773,217.27

AGRICULTURAL AND ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION: 
We create educational experiences for our community, 
which inspire and encourage a connection to and 
an appreciation for the conservation of land and its 
agricultural and natural resources.

ORGANIZATIONAL SUSTAINABILITY: With 78 years of 
experience, we strive to be relevant, excellent and visible 
as an organization so that we can provide service to our 
community for decades to come. 

Read our entire 2016-19 Strategic Plan for more 
information on our mission, vision, priorities, and major 
strategies and objectives planned for the 2016-19 period, 
online at http://goldridgercd.org/htm/StrategicPlan.htm

Agricultural and grazing land soils in Sonoma County can conservatively store an 
estimated 61 to 69 metric tons of CO2e per acre. Across 156,553 to 264,693 acres of 
agricultural land, this represents an additional 9.5 to 18.3 million metric tons of CO2e 
removed from the atmosphere over time.

LETTER FROM THE EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR: FIGHTING THE 
CLIMATE CRISIS THROUGH INVESTMENTS IN SONOMA COUNTY’S 
AGRICULTURAL COMMUNITIES

35% Wil dl if e Ha bit at E nh a nce ment
18% St r ea mf l ow E nh a nce ment a nd  

Wat er Con ser vat ion
9% Cl imat e Resil ienc y a nd C a r bon  

Fa r ming
8% La ndsma r t P l a nning
8% Or ga niz at ion a l S ust a in a bil it y
6% Envir on ment a l R egu l at ion   

Co mpl ia nce A ssist a nce
6% Science , Moni t or ing a nd Pl a nning
6% Agr ic u l t u r a l a nd Envir on ment a l 

Educ at ion
4% Cl ea n Wat er
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2016-2019
We’re happy to share with you a few accomplishments during this 
period. For more information on our mission, vision, priorities, major 

strategies and objectives planned for the 2016-19 period, read the full 
Strategic Plan online at http://goldridgercd.org/htm/StrategicPlan.htm 

CLIMATE RESILIENCY AND CARBON FARMING:
• Completed ten Carbon Farm Plans.
• Carbon farming implementation has occurred on nine farms and ranches: six

rangeland properties, two dairies and one orchard.
• Provided soil health information and soil testing services through the new North

Coast Soil Hub.
• Developed carbon farming demonstration projects on two ranches, one dairy and

one orchard.

LANDSMART™ PLANNING:
• 7,851 acres of agricultural land received LandSmart and Carbon Farm Plans.

ENVIRONMENTAL REGULATION COMPLIANCE ASSISTANCE
• Assisted community members with reporting and regulatory requirements by

participating in the Santa Rosa Plain Groundwater Sustainability Agency; assisted
dairymen in annual reporting for water quality compliance; supported residents
in the Lower Russian River area with understanding the new septic-related TMDL
regulations by providing an ombudsman.

STREAMFLOW ENHANCEMENT AND WATER CONSERVATION
• Developed ten new storage-based water supply projects totaling 572,000 gallons of

rain or spring water.
• Worked with partners to release water into Dutch Bill and upper Green Valley

Creeks during the driest part of the summer and fall.
• Evaluated opportunities to enhance streamflow and improve groundwater

recharge through the Green Valley Creek and Dutch Bill Creek Streamflow
Improvement Plans, groundwater monitoring in Upper Green Valley and the
Atascadero Creek Stormwater Assessment.

7,851 acr es of  

agri cul t ur al   

l and r eceived 

LandSmar t a nd 

Car bon Far m Pl ans! 

 A C C O M P L I S H M E N T S  R E P O R T

2 0 1 6 - 2 0 1 9  

CLEAN WATER
• Implemented seven sediment reduction projects on

local farms, ranches and rural properties to prevent
water pollution in the Russian River watershed.

• Developed several nutrient management plans for
dairies and implemented two phases of a water quality
improvement project on a dairy in the Laguna de Santa
Rosa watershed.

• Purchased a second non-tillage seeder drill for use by
Laguna de Santa Rosa dairy producers to improve soil
health and reduce sedimentation.

SCIENCE, MONITORING & PLANNING
• Developed streamflow improvement plans for priority

salmonid-bearing watersheds: Dutch Bill Creek and
Green Valley Creek.

• Conducted biological surveys (such as fish population
surveys) in Salmon Creek and Atascadero Creek.

WILDLIFE HABITAT ENHANCEMENT
• Enhanced or restored 5,495 feet (or a little over 1 mile)

of instream habitat along key stream reaches: Dutch
Bill Creek received 1,945 feet, Tannery Creek received
2,100 feet, and Green Valley Creek received 1,450 feet.

AGRICULTURAL AND ENVIRONMENTAL 
EDUCATION
• Offered 42 field trips and classroom visits to local

schools engaging 995 students grades three through
six in an environmental and agricultural education
program at four farm locations.

• Conducted 14 workshops and tours on topics such as
soil health, carbon farming, water conservation, off-
channel habitat, streamflow enhancement, and local
agricultural.

POTENTIAL NEW PROGRAMS
• Assisted in the creation of a statewide RCD Integrated

Data Management Network System:
www.RCDprojects.org.

THE GOLD RIDGE RCD IS SUNSETTING OUR 2016-2019 STRATEGIC PLAN.

E N H A N C E D  O R  R E STO R E D  5 , 4 9 5 
F E E T  ( O R  A  L I T TL E  O V E R  1  M I L E ) 

O F  I N STR E A M  H A B I TAT  A LO N G  
K E Y  STR E A M  R E A C H E S
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The Ocean Breeze Dairy has been operated by the 
producer Jarrid Bordessa, a fifth-generation dairy operator, 
since 2003. In those last 16 years, his business model has 
shifted to grass-fed, certified organic milk production, and 
he is the right place to do just that. The Valley Ford dairy 
covers 310 acres of coastal grassland and over 4,500 feet of 
perennial stream. 

In last year’s newsletter, we shared an article about Ocean 
Breeze Dairy, their distributor, Organic Valley, the Carbon 
Cycle Institute and the RCD developed a Carbon Farm Plan 
for the property, identifying opportunities to increase carbon 
sequestration and reduce greenhouse gas emissions.  In 2018, 
the RCD was successful in securing a California Department 
of Food and Agriculture (CDFA) Healthy Soils Program 
Demonstration Project to implement two of the practices 
identified in the plan and to engage with local farmers and 
ranchers through public workshops.  

The two practices being implemented are the application of 
compost and the restoration of riparian habitat along lower 
Ebabias Creek, the primary tributary of Americano Creek, 
whose watershed estuary, the Estero Americano, drains into 
Bodega Bay and the Gulf of the Farallones National Marine 
Sanctuary.  Considered one of California’s most unique 
coastal wetland types, the Estero Americano contains a diverse 
assemblage of wetland communities and estuarine habitats. 

Ebabias Creek is recognized as the only potentially 
restorable freshwater habitat for steelhead trout in the Estero 
Americano watershed, whose upper reaches are believed 

to still support resident trout.  Despite its significance to 
the watershed, and the relatively intact riparian corridor in 
its upper reaches, lower Ebabias Creek has seen significant 
impacts from livestock operations in this agricultural 
watershed.  Much of its lower sections lack protection from 
cattle, leading to minimal riparian vegetation and water 
quality impacts.  

By excluding livestock and restoring riparian cover through 
this priority reach in the initial phase of its restoration, the 
project will work to protect the streambed, shade the stream 
corridor, and maintain low water temperatures for salmonids 
and other sensitive riparian species, such as endangered red-
legged frogs (Rana aurora draytonii), endangered California 
freshwater shrimp (Syncaris pacifica), and the vulnerable 
northwestern pond turtles (Clemmys marmorata marmorata).  

In addition to its habitat for aquatic species, the Estero 
Americano is at the heart of the Pacific Flyway and supports a 
very large and diverse winter and migratory bird community. 
The Estero was identified in the Southern Pacific Shorebird 
Conservation Plan (Hickey et al., 2003) as one of only two 
“wetlands of importance” for migratory shorebirds and 
waterfowl in Sonoma County.  The plan identified 62 species 
of water-associated birds that regularly use the estuary and its 
lower tributary riparian areas. Restoration of these riparian 
corridors, with the food sources and roosting opportunities 
they provide, is essential in supporting these bird migrations. 
Continue reading at www.goldridgercd.org/htm/Ocean_

Breeze.htm 

OCEAN BREEZE DAIRY:  
EBABIAS CREEK RIPARIAN RESTORATION PROJECT

CAN COHO 
SALMON THRIVE 
IN ATASCADERO 
CREEK? 
We’re working in 
partnership with streamside 
landowners, federal, 
state and local partners 
to answer this question: 
Can coho salmon thrive 
in Atascadero creek? 
Mysteriously absent from 
the watershed in recent 
decades, these endangered 
fish are now being re-
introduced in an effort to 
support the recovery of a 
self-sustaining coho salmon 
population throughout the 
Russian River watershed.  
The Gold Ridge RCD 
is studying the quality 
of stream habitat in this 
diverse watershed. 

HERE ARE SOME OF THE ACTIVITIES HAPPENING IN ATASCADERO:

1   RCD lead scientist John Green assembles water quality monitoring equipment 
     in Atascadero Marsh, recording key indicators such as temperature, dissolved 
     oxygen, turbidity and conductivity.

2   RCD ecologist Sierra Cantor grabs samples of stormwater from seven public 
     crossings to capture water quality data during storm events.

3   US Army Corps of Engineers staff release broodstock coho into Redwood 
     Creek, a tributary with high-quality conditions for young fish. 

4   By December 2019, 10,000 young coho will have been released into 
     Redwood Creek since 2017. 

5   Landowner Brian Leshner is one of fifty-four landowners that has provided 
     the RCD access to the creek on their property.

Learn more about 
this study and how to 
participate: 

http://goldridgercd.org/
htm/atascadero_study.htm

  1

  2

  3

  4

  5
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IRON HORSE VINEYARDS RESTORES SALMON 
HABITAT IN GREEN VALLEY CREEK

“I think this could be the most important thing we

will have done in this property’s history,” said Laurence 
Sterling at Iron Horse Vineyards this October, seated in 
the shade of a gazebo and looking out over 160 acres of 
Chardonnay and Pinot Noir vines. I expected to hear the 
Director of Operations say that restoring salmon habitat 
in Green Valley Creek was a Good Samaritan effort, or 
a token of the business’s commitment to sustainability. 
I didn’t expect him to say it could be the pinnacle of the 

company’s achievement.  

Purchased in 1976 by Laurence’s parents, Californians 
Audrey and Barry Sterling, Iron Horse Vineyards has 
become world-renowned for its estate-grown and -bottled 
wines. Its sparkling wines have been served at the White 
House on multiple occasions. The vineyard has been 
named an American icon in “Icons of the American 
Market Place” published by Random House. Laurence, 
Director of Operations at Iron Horse, and his sister Joy 
Sterling, Iron Horse’s CEO, are—like their parents—
accomplished individuals. Before taking the reins at 
Iron Horse, Joy built a career in journalism, serving as 
the Deputy Bureau Chief for ABC Network News in Los 
Angeles. Laurence was previously a corporate lawyer in Los 
Angeles, specializing in mergers and acquisitions. Since 
joining the family business, Laurence was appointed to the 
U.S. Commerce Department's Industry Sector Advisory 
Council for Consumer Goods and served on the California 
Recreational Trails Committee, and Joy has served on the 
California State Board of Food and Agriculture.

Passionate about the legacy of the estate and the home 
where three generations of their family live, the Sterlings 
have made environmental sustainability a primary focus of 
the business. Hills are seeded with an erosion-controlling 
cover crop, grape prunings are mulched into the earth 

to maintain soil health, and high-quality recycled water 
is used to frost protect the vines as well as irrigate the 
gardens. The property is certified sustainable by Wine 
Institute and Sonoma Wine Growers, and next the 
Sterlings plan on adopting farming practices to enhance 
carbon sequestration in the soil, an effort that will directly 
combat climate change.

Laurence reflected on the opportunities and challenges of 
agriculture to tread lightly on the land. At Iron Horse, the 
cool micro-climate that produces such amazing Pinot Noir 
grapes is the same that favors the fungal disease known 
as powdery mildew, making organic farming close to 
infeasible. The property’s northern aspect also makes solar 
energy difficult. 

So, when he heard that the California Department of Fish 
and Wildlife wanted to study endangered coho salmon 
that sheltered in the creek, he had a lightbulb moment. 
“I wondered, could we do more than study these fish?” 
Laurence began taking a new interest in Green Valley 
Creek. “I did not initially know what habitat coho salmon 
need; now I’ve learned that this creek provides a lot of their 
essentials: cold water, shade, and plenty of food. Fish and 
Wildlife found one-year-old coho so big they looked like 
two-year-olds.” It was a testament to the good conditions in 
the creek. 

But Green Valley Creek is a coho habitat stronghold at 
risk. Laurence adds, “we tend to forget that this watershed 
has a lot of human impact and influence on it,” referring 
to the rural, low-density population of the Green Valley 
Creek watershed. “It doesn’t seem like it, but our roads, 
our agriculture, our history of logging the redwoods, it all 
has had an impact on biodiversity.” And he adds, farmers 
actually need that biodiversity to protect against the folly of 
monoculture. 

“What’s scaring me with monoculture is
susceptibility to diseases.” Phylloxera and Pierce’s disease 
are worsening threats to Sonoma County’s vines. “The 
riparian corridor around the creek is where I believe 
the majority of native biodiversity can be found on this 
property,” and that, Laurence says, needs to be protected, 
not just for direct benefits to the vines, but for the fauna 
of our great state. He reflected on what the opportunity 
to improve habitat for these fish means to him. “You hear 
on the radio frequently now about species extinction. 
Well, what can you do? Probably for starters we should 
get out of our cars,” he chuckles, “but really, giving these 
animals a place to live is critical.” 

The Sterlings partnered with Gold Ridge RCD and CA 
DFW on a multi-phase coho salmon habitat restoration 
project that will provide better access to existing stream 
and build additional reaches of off-channel habitat. This 
September, the partnership completed phase one by 
decommissioning an historic dam, facilitating fish access 
to 36 miles of upstream habitat, previously accessible to 
migrating fish only during the winter’s high flows. After 
removal of the dam, logs and root wads were placed in 
the creek to provide fish refuge, control bank erosion, 
control profile grade, and maintain deep pools.  

In 2020, Gold Ridge RCD and its partners will apply 
for funding for construction of additional reaches of 
off-channel habitat that will reconnect Green Valley 
Creek with its floodplain. In this zone, fish will have 
refuge from fast moving stormwaters, access to woody 
cover and wetlands. This will involve excavating wide 
depressions along the stream in two locations. About 
donating the low-lying land to this cause, Laurence says, 
“there really is no better use for that land. It isn’t ideal 
for viticulture, and there’s too much crabgrass for it to be 
suitable for gardening. I’m happy for the fish to have it.” 

All in all, Laurence feels this effort is one of the most 
promising of the many Iron Horse has made to improve 
the land that he and his family live and work on. “This 
is a something that will without a doubt leave the land 
better than when we arrived.” 

BEFORE

AFTER
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John Hervey farms eight acres of Pinot noir near 
Sebastopol in Sonoma County.  John is a cooperating 
grower in the North Coast Soil Health Hub, contributing 
information about his soils to the North Coast Soil Health 
Hub, a knowledge-sharing database accessible to any 
grower. His farming practices reflect the four principles of 
soil health: Keep the soil covered, increase plant diversity, 
keep living roots in the soil, and avoid disturbing the soil.

John has been farming since his twenties when he attended 
Cal Poly San Luis Obispo, eventually growing dry beans 
in the Los Osos Valley. His career has included growing 
for Newhall Land & Farming and Chateau St. Jean before 
teaching in the town of Tomales. He planted his vineyard in 
Sebastopol in 2000.

To build soil health John stopped tilling the vineyard floor 
four or five years ago and established a permanent cover of 
grasses, fillarees, and clovers, a change that does maintains 
cover, reduces disturbance, increases plant diversity and 
puts living roots in the ground. While the permanent 
cover outcompetes the weeds, John says his real aim is 
sequestering carbon by promoting soil health. “I collect 
carbon,” he says. Towards that goal, he has planted thirty 
conifer trees with plans to plant another thirty. Long-lived, 
dense woody vegetation is a major store of carbon, not to 
mention quality habitat for wildlife. 

John takes a long view related to his land. “We’re not the 
first; we’re not the last (to live on his land),” he says.  

He is reminded of this when 
he finds arrow heads and old 
square nails in the vineyard.

When asked what the North Coast Soil Health Hub means 
to him, John responded, “sharing knowledge about soil. 
Our health is connected to the health of the soil.” He 
added, “it is unethical to destroy soil. It’s about the next 
generation.”

Younger generations give him hope. His daughter and her 
friends are an inspiration to him. He commented on how 
aware and thoughtful they are and how they have pursued 
environmentally-conscious careers. “It is inspiring to see 
young people devoted to the common good. I’m all about 

the common good.”  

SOIL HEALTH MATTERS 
AT HERVEY VINEYARD

AGRICULTURAL SPECIALIST 
AVAILABLE TO WRITE FARM 
PLANS AND SAMPLE SOILS

As the new Agricultural Specialist at Gold Ridge Resource Conservation District, I assist 
agricultural producers in developing and implementing conservation plans, enhancing 
agroecosystem resilience, and identify farming practices that can improve on-farm carbon 
sequestration. My role is to provide expertise on all things related to crops, and my specialty 
is in vineyards. 

A large part of what I do is write LandSmart© Plans for growers. LandSmart Plans describe the 
resources of your property, document the practices that you use to protect natural resources, 
identify areas to maintain or improve the quality of natural resources on your property, and 

prioritize practices according to your needs, goals, and timelines. A typical plan may include practices the grower 
would like to implement in the future regarding soil health, weed management, riparian habitat, coho salmon habitat or 
stream bank stabilization. 

I also write LandSmart Carbon Farm Plans. A Carbon Farm Plan is a living document that identifies practices a grower 
could implement to sequester carbon in their soils. The goal is to reduce greenhouse gasses in the atmosphere while 
improving soil health. Practices identified for implementation might include compost application, converting to a no-till 
or reduced tillage system of floor management or planting a hedgerow.

Another aspect of what I do is sample vineyard soils for the North Coast Soil Health Hub database. Resource 
Conservation Districts in Sonoma, Napa, and Mendocino counties are building a database of vineyard soils to create 
profiles of different areas and compare them. We hope to make a map of vineyard soils on the North Coast.

I am always available to come out to your farm or ranch and talk with you about resource conservation opportunities. I 
like meeting new people and learning about their operations. Gold Ridge RCD is not an enforcement organization and 
anything we talk about is, of course, confidential.

Currently, I can offer Carbon Farm Plans and soil analysis at no cost for a limited number of winegrowers. Contact me 
to inquire about or sign up for the service. 

I look forward to working with you, 
Craig Macmillan, Agricultural Specialist

The North Coast Soil Health Hub is a project 
of Mendocino, Sonoma and Napa counties 
made up of RCDs, NRCS, UCCE, the Santa 
Rosa Junior College and the Carbon Cycle 
Institute. The Hub was created with funding 
from CDFA and continues to thrive with 
support of a NRCS Conservation Innovation 
Grant. For other grower profiles, news on 
demonstration sites and educational resources 
visit:  http://soilhub.org/
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