










 COSUMNES RIVER PRESERVE MANAGEMENT PLAN 

A stable source of water is imperative for agricultural operations on the Preserve.  The average 
amount of irrigation water that crops utilize varies according to the type of crop and specific site 
conditions. For example, the Preserve’s organic rice operations require approximately 3.2 acre-
feet of applied water per acre (Schaffer 2001). 

Much of the agricultural water used by local farmers and the Preserve is returned to the natural 
ecosystem through surface water discharge and/or percolation.  Surface water discharge and 
percolation are extremely important in the sense that the groundwater in the Cosumnes 
watershed is hydrologically connected with surface water, and those interactions are essential to 
many of the Preserve’s restoration 
efforts, especially for valley oak 
riparian forest restoration. 
Continuation of water conservation 
practices to protect flows in the river 
for fish, amphibians, benthic 
macroinvertbrates, and riparian plant 
species is needed by all who use the 
Cosumnes River resources, 
especially as the County continues to 
review and approve urbanization 
projects that affect the river (e.g., 
Rancho Murieta developments).  
Additionally, the Preserve will need 
to continually consider and balance 
the tradeoff between using water for agricultural purposes, which generate income for the 
Preserve and provide habitat for certain species, and maintaining in-stream water for the 
protection of fish and other aquatic biota. 

Water quality is an equally important issue for the Preserve’s agricultural lessees, and measures 
are taken to reduce sedimentation and chemical inputs into surface water sources, including the 
reduced use of fertilizers and pesticides on organic farms.  Riparian or grassland habitat between 
the aquatic habitats and the agricultural operations serves as a buffer that can significantly 
decrease the amount of sedimentation and/or pesticide reaching the natural system.  One of the 
proposed actions in this Management Plan is to promote the use of wildlife-friendly farming and 
other conservation practices that will result in increased water quality and quantity for everyone 
in the community. 

4.6 LEASES AND EASEMENTS 

The Preserve supports wildlife-friendly agriculture predominantly using two mechanisms:   

Leases: Land currently owned by a Preserve Partner is leased to a private farmer or 
rancher for use in active agricultural or grazing production and management. 

“Staten sland” –Photo courtesy of Preserve Photo Library 
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Easements: Preserve Partners purchase a conservation easement on privately owned 

farms and ranches near the Preserve and the owner continues to farm or graze the land 

at their discretion, provided that it is within the terms and conditions of the easement. 


Income from leased properties is an especially important benefit to the Preserve as this 
agriculture generates a portion of the funding necessary to cover the annual operating and 
maintenance costs of the Preserve.  For example, the Preserve’s organic rice operations provide 
critical funding to the Preserve while still providing an additional 1,000 acres of wetland habitat, 
post-harvest. The additional wetland acres supplement the more traditionally managed wetlands 
on the Preserve and help to support state-listed threatened species such as the greater sandhill 
crane, and species of concern such as the northern pintail. Additionally, other Preserve 
properties are managed using cattle grazing, which also provides a steady, reliable income for the 
Preserve while appropriately managing the habitat. 

Easements are a real estate tool used to purchase the future right to develop the land or other 
rights from willing sellers.  Easements are extremely important to the Preserve:  they are less 
expensive than fee-title to acquire, they support the local economy by keeping the land in 
production by the landowner, and they create a buffer of privately owned and managed lands 
between urban areas and the Preserve’s natural habitat areas. Landowners benefit by receiving 
money for the sale of the development rights and a reduction in annual property taxes, as well as 
the ability to withstand the pressure to subdivide and develop the property, thereby keeping the 
land in agricultural production. Farmers and/or landowners with easements have indicated that 
they appreciate the flexibility that the Preserve provides in terms of allowing the farmer to retain 
control of agricultural management decisions, as long as management is consistent with the 
terms of the easement.   

The Preserve promotes some basic preferences that they request farmers (i.e., lessees or 
easement holders) to consider in carrying out their agricultural practices.  They are as follows: 

Planting of annual crops that provide suitable habitat for wildlife. 
Utilization of organic agriculture techniques when possible. 
Pesticide use must follow appropriate local, state, and federal regulations. 
Farming practices that consider wildlife needs (e.g., flooding rice stubble rather than 
discing or burning it). 

It is important to note that agriculture at the Preserve helps to sustain the local rural farm 
economy, contributes to the long-term viability of the agriculture tradition, and promotes positive 
social relationships among neighbors.  However, tradeoffs associated with agricultural activity 
on the Preserve do exist, with water and pesticide use being the two most prominent.   
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4.7 MANAGEMENT GOALS 

As the needs and conditions of the Preserve change over time, it will be necessary for the 
Preserve to reassess and continue to balance its agricultural enterprises with habitat preservation 
goals so as to maintain multiple natural resource, social, and economic values.  This will be 
accomplished using adaptive management and associated monitoring to ensure that new 
information is taken into account.   

Agriculture is intimately related to the provision of native habitat and water on the Preserve. 
Also, many land-management tools used in agricultural practices are utilized for management of 
native habitats. Given these areas of overlap, readers are encouraged to consult the following 
chapters for additional and related goals: Chapter 3, Natural Resource Stewardship; and Chapter 
2, Description of the Cosumnes River Watershed and the Preserve (contains information on 
water resources). 
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Goals, Objectives, Actions, and Monitoring 

OVERARCHING GOAL II: COMPATIBLE USES IMPROVE STEWARDSHIP OF THE LANDS IN THE COSUMNES RIVER WATERSHED. 

Agricultural Stewardship SubGoal 1:  Agricultural stewardship will continue to serve as an important land management tool 
and will be compatible with the Preserve’s overall mission and goals. 

Objectives Actions Monitoring Elements 
1.1  Balance the Preserve’s 1.1.1 Assess all of the existing Preserve properties 
agricultural land uses with the for their potential to contribute to accomplishing the 
Preserve’s overall mission and Preserve’s overall mission and goals through the 
goals. implementation of agricultural and/or grazing 

practices. 
1.1.2  Implement agriculture and grazing on all 
Preserve properties where implementation is deemed 
suitable and complimentary to the Preserve’s overall 
mission and goals. 
1.1.3  Conduct outreach regarding the importance of 
agriculture to the Preserve’s overall goals. 
1.1.4 Collaborate with adjacent landowners and 
tenants regarding common land-management issues. 
1.1.5  Continue to communicate and collaborate with 
agricultural agencies and organizations by attending 
meetings, conferences, and workshops sponsored by 
entities such as NRCS, the local RCDs, CCA, FSA, 
CFBF, etc. 
1.1.6  Continue to communicate and collaborate with 
policymakers to ensure that local and regional 
agriculture remains viable, as reflected in documents 
such as County General Plans, the South Sacramento 
County HCP, etc. 
1.1.7  Continue to promote wildlife-friendly farming 
approaches and organic farming methods to local 
farmers and the general public.   
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Objectives Actions Monitoring Elements 
1.1.8  Address water quality issues by supporting 
efforts to research and collect site-specific data on 
aquatic parameters, including production of methyl 
mercury.   

1.2  Use traditional and 
innovative agricultural and 
grazing techniques to ensure 
proper ecological functioning of 
the Preserve’s landscapes. 

1.2.1 Use grazing strategies and other land-
management tools to maximize native plant 
biodiversity while minimizing and controlling 
invasive plant species infestations. 
1.2.2  Minimize the impact of grazing on sensitive 
habitats such as riparian areas and vernal pools (e.g., 
design livestock infrastructure systems such as 
exclusionary fencing and gates, stock water 
placement). 
1.2.3  Maintain approximately 1,000 acres of organic 
rice operations, in rotation, on the Preserve in order 
to supplement the managed wetland program’s 
habitat availability. 
1.2.4 Manage grazing and agricultural lands 
(especially Howard Ranch, Valensin Ranch, and 
irrigated pastures), as necessary, in order to support 
and maintain viable populations of federal-listed 
vernal pool species and state-listed wildlife species 
such as the Swainson’s hawk. 
1.2.5  Continue to utilize economically viable 
agriculture and grazing as a land-management tool to 
support federal- and state-listed species and overall 
biodiversity.  For example, Staten Island agriculture 
supports greater sandhill crane. 
1.2.6 Use a range of agricultural practices and land-
management tools, as necessary and appropriate, to 
supplement wildlife-friendly farming and grazing 
techniques. 

1.2.1 Species diversity, invasive plant distribution 
and abundance in relation to management techniques. 
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Objectives Actions Monitoring Elements 
1.3 Maintain the Preserve’s 
agricultural capacity by ensuring 
that existing infrastructure is 
maintained and that new 
infrastructure is installed as 
necessary. 

1.3.1 Maintain and replace, as necessary, the 
Preserve’s agricultural infrastructure, including 
pumps, water control structures, roads, levees, etc. 
1.3.2 Require all agricultural and grazing lessees to 
maintain the leased agricultural infrastructure as a 
term and condition of their lease. 
1.3.3 Maintain the Preserve Partners’ existing State 
water rights. 
1.3.4  Examine the feasibility of water conservation 
practices and equipment on the Preserve, especially 
for agricultural operations (e.g., recycle, recapture). 

1.3.1  Bi-annually inspect (prior to and after the 
season) all agricultural infrastructure to ensure proper 
functioning. 
1.3.2  Routinely monitor and renew leases as 
necessary. 

1.3.3  Prepare State water rights reports every three 
years, or as required by the State. 
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5.1 PUBLIC USE: RECREATION 

5.1.1 Existing Conditions and User Groups 

The Preserve currently offers a wide range of wildlife-compatible recreational activities, including 
wildlife viewing, hiking, boating, canoeing, hunting, fishing, sightseeing, and geocaching.  
Designated areas of the Preserve are open to the public, including trails and facilities located on 
parcels owned or managed by the BLM, SMUD, and TNC, as well as along public roads and on 
the river channel. Currently, there is no fee charged to visit the main Preserve or to park in the 
parking lot. 

TYPES OF RECREATION ACTIVITIES 

Popular activities are described in more detail below. 

Boating/Paddling: Only non-gas-powered boats (e.g., kayaks, canoes, etc.) are allowed to 
launch from the Preserve’s dock.  Paddling (canoe or kayak) is a very popular activity at 
the Preserve. In addition to the guided paddle tours led by Preserve volunteer naturalists, 
there are independent paddlers, 
paddling clubs, and commercial 
paddling companies that use the 
Preserve’s facilities. This 
recreational use is growing slightly 
each year and numbers have 
increased dramatically since the 
completion of the new launch site. 

There are no restrictions to 
motorized boats on the Cosumnes 
waterways in accordance with 
State laws. However, motorized 
boat use is difficult due to shallow 
and varying water depths and 
vegetative overgrowth. The closest boat ramp for motorized boat launching is located 
outside the Preserve, farther downstream at Wimpy’s Marina on the Mokelumne River, 
which offers better motorized boating opportunities.   

Wildlife Viewing: Birding is very popular at the Preserve. Individual bird watchers and 
clubs, including the Audubon Society and Central Valley Birding Club, visit the Preserve 
on a regular basis, especially during crane and waterfowl migrations.  Thousands of ducks, 
geese, swans, sandhill cranes, and various shorebirds are visible from the roads and trails 
in fall and winter.  Many people come year-round to view the smaller passerine birds as 
well. Crane season usually lasts from mid-September until mid-March. 

“Paddling at Cosumnes 2” – Photo courtesy of Preserve Photo 
Library 
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Hiking: Hiking and general sightseeing are the two leading recreational activities at the 
Preserve. In addition to the guided walking tours led by volunteer naturalists on a regular 
basis, there are independent and group hikes organized by walking and hiking clubs. 

Fishing: Fishing in the Cosumnes River has a long history.  Native Americans, farm 
settlers, and current sportfishing enthusiasts have pursued native fall-run Chinook salmon 
and steelhead (Oncorhynchus mykiss), as well as non-native sunfish and several species of 
bass in the river. Although bank fishing is not allowed within the Preserve boundaries, 
fishing from a boat in the navigable waterways is allowed in accordance with State law and 
the California Freshwater Sport Fishing Regulations. 

Geocaching: Geocaching is a modern adventure game that utilizes a hand-held Global 
Positioning System (GPS) unit and spatial coordinates to locate a cache site posted on the 
Internet. Currently, there are four approved geocaching sites on the Preserve that are 
accessible from the public trails.  The Preserve’s Volunteer Coordinator monitors the 
geocaching sites through regular contact with the geocacher user-group.  Currently, there is 
no special use permit required for the four geocache sites on the Preserve. 

Photography: Photographers are often seen taking photographs of waterfowl, waterways, 
and other natural features on the Preserve. Photography enthusiasts can participate in 
guided photo-walks that offer advice on photo techniques and locations as well as in self-
guided photography opportunities. There are currently no specific photography facilities 
on the Preserve. 

Rural Road Sightseeing: Rural roads that pass through the Preserve offer unique viewing 
opportunities. The Preserve’s Driving Tour has become very popular with visitors.  The 
tour allows visitors to see the scope of the Cosumnes River Preserve by highlighting 
Preserve properties that are accessible by public roadway, but are not open to the public for 
walking, etc.  While the tour focuses primarily on the lower Cosumnes, it has optional 
Preserve destinations in the North Delta, such as Staten Island and the foothills at Howard 
Ranch. 

Hunting: The Preserve currently operates four active hunts: 

1.	 Weekend Dove Hunt: Organized by the California Department of Fish & Game (DFG), 
this hunt occurs over one weekend per year, generally on the first weekend of 
September.  Only 100 hunters are allowed to hunt on the property and these are chosen 
via a lottery system.  The hunt occurs on DFG’s Castello and Valensin properties, 
which are currently managed using grazing and dryland farming.   

2.	 Cosumnes Lame Duck Shooters (CLDS) Duck Hunt: Each year, the CLDS applies to 
the BLM for a special use permit to hunt waterfowl at the Cougar Wetlands area.  The 
CLDS is a group of mobility-impaired hunters that typically hunt Sunday and 
Wednesday at the Preserve during the three-month duck-hunting season.  This group 
coordinates all the logistics associated with organizing this event. 
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3.	 GreenWings Duck Hunt: Ducks Unlimited (DU) typically offers a junior hunting 
opportunity via their GreenWings Program at the Cougar Wetlands area.  Each year 
DU applies to the BLM for issuance of a special use permit for this hunt.  The 
GreenWings typically hunt on Saturdays throughout the waterfowl hunting season. 

4.	 Staten Island: Staten Island is privately owned by The Nature Conservancy (TNC), 
which generally does not allow hunting of any kind on its properties. In this case, due 
to the important historic and social considerations of this unique site, TNC granted a 
compatible-use variance to continue the past practice of limited waterfowl and 
pheasant hunting by Conservation Farms & Ranches. 

Species that inhabit the Preserve and are legally hunted in California include deer, pheasant, 
turkey, quail, dove, and waterfowl. Of these, only turkeys, pheasants, doves, and waterfowl are 
currently present in numbers large enough to be considered for a public hunting program. Neither 
deer hunting nor target shooting are allowed at the Preserve. 

The land-ownership pattern plays a significant role in the timing and location of existing and 
future hunting programs at the Preserve.  Each Preserve Partner has existing policies and practices 
regarding hunting and these are available in the Preserve’s files.  The Partners will examine all 
opportunities to expand the hunting program, provided that expansion does not adversely affect 
their ability to achieve their natural resources goals and does not conflict with the policies of the 
land-owning entity. 

In addition to ownership issues and policies, other complicating factors are lease arrangements and 
requirements of funding sources that were originally used to purchase specific parcels.  Easements 
across privately owned parcels can also define hunting activities that are compatible with the goals 
and terms of the easement.  Individual parcels have unique topographic, biologic, and other site 
constraints, which are very site-specific. Additional evaluation of these complicating factors is 
needed before modifications to the existing hunting program can be approved.   

RECREATIONAL FACILITIES, SIGNS, AND LITERATURE 

Recreational facilities on the Preserve include the Visitor Center with its attached administrative 
offices, several kiosks, and trails. 

Visitor Center: The 2,000-square-foot Visitor Center is located on an elevated pad that is 
above the high water mark, adjacent to Willow Slough.  The original Visitor Center, built 
in 1994, was unfortunately burned in an arson fire in 1995.  It was quickly rebuilt in 1996 
and has served as the primary visitor area and administrative offices since that time.  The 
site includes upper and lower parking areas, visitor benches, a kiosk, a dock for non-
motorized boats, restored riparian (valley oak) forest, native plantings, and a mini-wetland 
area adjacent to the building.  The Visitor Center houses interpretive exhibits that describe 
the natural and cultural history of the region as well as the restoration and management of 
the Preserve. The Visitor Center is staffed by Volunteer Naturalists every weekend and by 
Preserve staff during the week. The conference room in the Visitor Center may be 
reserved for use by small public groups of up to 20 persons.  The Visitor Center is 
accessible to mobility-impaired visitors.   
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Trails: The Preserve offers two self-guided tour trails open year-round, sunrise to sunset. 
The Cosumnes River Walk is a three-mile dirt loop nature trail along the rivers and 
sloughs and through the area known as the Savanna. This trail is subject to flooding. 
The Lost Slough Wetlands Walk is a one-mile paved mobility-impaired accessible loop 
trail. A wooden boardwalk, one-half-mile round-trip, is accessible off of the Wetlands 
Walk. In 2006, a mobility-impaired accessible crane viewing platform was built across 
from the Visitor Center by a volunteer naturalist for his Eagle Scout project.  A map of 
the trails is shown as Figure 5.1. 

Visitors may also hike the Rancho Seco Howard Ranch Trail.  This trail was created in 
2006 via a public/private partnership between Sacramento Municipal Utilities District 
(SMUD), TNC, and the private 
property owner of the Howard 
Ranch. Funding for the 
construction of this trail was 
provided to TNC by an 
anonymous donor.  The Rancho 
Seco Howard Ranch Trail is a 
seven-mile loop trail that passes 
along Rancho Seco Lake and 
goes onto the Howard Ranch, a 
working private cattle ranch. 
Currently the trail is open to the 
public for a ten-year time frame 
in accordance with contractual arrangements that TNC has established with both the 
private landowner and SMUD. Under this contract, SMUD is responsible for trail 
maintenance and public-use management.   

Trail Maintenance: As a majority of the recreational activities and educational walks 
occur on trails, it is imperative that they be well-maintained at all times.  Trails are 
subject to dense vegetation, erosion from water, and damage from mammals such as 
beavers. Flooding and vegetation also damage the concrete of the mobility-impaired 
accessible trails, so it is necessary to continually inspect and repair these trails to the 
standards of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). 

The Site Coordinator position is responsible for overseeing trail maintenance, among 
other duties. The Sheriff’s Work Crew and volunteers also assist with trail 
maintenance.  At certain times of the year, large numbers of volunteers do trail work 
during special workdays. Additional Preserve staff time and equipment is needed to 
tend to regular routine maintenance of trails and amenities.  The Preserve does not 
currently have the financial resources to support additional staff or acquire the 
necessary equipment.  Therefore, the Preserve relies heavily on volunteers and the 
Sacramento County Sheriff’s Work Crews to maintain the trails.   

“Kids on Trail” – Photo courtesy of Preserve Photo Library 
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Paddling Facilities:  A dock for the launching of non-gas-powered boats was constructed 
in 2006 and funded by a California Department of Boating and Waterways grant.  The 
dock, located off Middle Slough, fluctuates with changing water levels and tides. This is 
the only legal public river access point on the lower Cosumnes River.  There are also two 
allowed pull-out locations at the “Tall Forest” and “The Point” within the Preserve. 

Paddle routes currently cover approximately three miles of the Cosumnes River 
waterways. Other sections of the river and sloughs are overgrown with vegetation and/or 
otherwise blocked by dams.  Future improvements and expansion of existing routes may 
be possible by removing bushes or removing or slotting dams, especially upstream into 
Wood Duck Slough and the Cosumnes and Mokelumne Rivers.   

McFarland-Orr Ranch: The McFarland-Orr Ranch is currently the site of many public 
events, including Pioneer Day, Fall Pumpkin Patch, Future Farmers of America (FFA) 
livestock demonstrations, antique car and tractor shows, and the Kite Festival.  The 
McFarland-Orr Ranch is almost 103 acres in size and is owned by Sacramento County, 
which leases 35 acres of the Ranch to the Galt Historical Society. The Master Plan for the 
McFarland Living History Ranch contains many goals, objectives, and actions for 
management of the Ranch.  Potential future recreational opportunities include the 
development of a visitor center, campground, and a trail.  DFG owns the remainder of the 
property called McFarland Ranch and this property is 1,017 acres in size. 

Signs: Standard directional and safety signs are currently posted throughout the Preserve. 
Implementation of the Preserve’s Signage Plan is an ongoing activity. 

Kiosks: Informational kiosks for visitors are located in the upper parking lot, boardwalk 
parking lot, the Visitor Center, Howard Ranch trailhead, boat launch area, and 
approximately six panels along the trails.   

Recreational Literature:  The Preserve has a number of brochures available to assist and 
educate members of the public during their visit to the Preserve.  Please check on-site for 
additional and current information. 

PRESERVE’S CURRENT RECREATION REGULATIONS 

The Preserve’s Recreation Program and facilities are subject to a number of local, state, and 
federal regulations. Local regulations are primarily recreation-related policies adopted by 
Sacramento County and the Cities of Elk Grove and Galt.  The primary regulations that affect 
activities at the Preserve are agency special use permits, Preserve Visitor Rules, DFG Ecological 
Reserve Designation, and California fishing and hunting regulations.  Each is described in the 
following paragraphs. 

Special Use Permits: The Preserve issues an assortment of special recreation permits for 
commercial use, research, competitive use, filming, special area use, and organized group activity 
and event use. Special recreation permits are required for specific recreational uses of the public 
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lands and related waters. They are issued as a means to manage visitor use, protect natural and 
cultural resources, and provide a mechanism to accommodate commercial recreational use.  
Although each agency (BLM, DFG, TNC) has its own directives and form for special use permits, 
the Preserve has standardized some forms for ease of use and issuance.  

Ecological Reserve Designation: A portion of the Preserve (11,895 acres) is designated as an 
Ecological Reserve in accordance with the Fish and Game Commission’s October 3, 2003, 
decision (Figure 5.2). The Ecological Reserve designation is codified as amendment to Section 
630, Title 14, California Code of Regulations.  This action adopted special regulations for the 
Preserve that restrict access. Of the 11,895 acres designated as an Ecological Reserve, most are 
owned by TNC and a small portion is owned by DFG.  This situation is a bit unusual because, 
normally, DFG owns and controls the land it designates as an Ecological Reserve. 

Fishing Regulations: California Freshwater Sport Fishing Regulations that apply to the Preserve 
are available on the DFG website. 

Hunting on Navigable Waterways and Floodplains: Hunting on navigable waterways within the 
Preserve boundary and the Eco-Reserve boundary is regulated by multiple laws including, but not 
specifically limited to, the Fish and Game Code, Harbor and Navigation Code, and Section 4 of 
Article X of the State Constitution. These and other related laws, policies, and guidance can be 
found on the California Fish and Game Commission website.  

INAPPROPRIATE USE AND VIOLATIONS 

Inappropriate uses can be tiered into two categories: 

Minor violations, such as trail cutting and littering, can be addressed through education. 
Major violations, such as trash dumping, poaching, marijuana growing, and off-highway 
vehicle (OHV) use, need to be addressed through increased law enforcement. 

Below is a list of the law enforcement entities that have some responsibility for enforcing laws at 
the Preserve and/or the surrounding area: 

Fish and Game Warden:  Fish and Game Wardens make up the law enforcement staff of 
the DFG. They enforce fish, wildlife, and habitat protection laws, including criminal and 
civil statutes on DFG-managed lands.  The wardens are sworn peace officers (all of whom 
have certain state hiring and training requirements) and can secure and serve search 
warrants, make arrests, and testify in court.  
BLM Law Enforcement:  The BLM’s law enforcement program is responsible for 
protecting public safety and resources across the 230,000 acres of BLM-managed public 
lands within the Folsom Field Office’s jurisdiction, which it does in partnership with state 
and local law enforcement agencies. The Folsom Field Office has four full-time Law 
Enforcement Officers in addition to one full-time Special Agent. 
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Figure 5.2: Lands Within the Preserve Designated as an Ecological Reserve 
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