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HOGGING 
WATER
   HOW TO PROTECT OUR NATIVE SPECIES

ADDRESS SERVICE REQUESTED 

by 

Freddy Otte
CITY BIOLOGIST

A 
R E C E N T  TR I BUNE   
   art icle highlighted a   
   disturbance in the recently 

added Johnson Ranch Open Space. As the 
summer wears on, the little water left draws 
more attention from feral pigs, which have 
recently been sighted in the open space. 

The City’s Natural Resources Program 
is trying to encourage wild life through 
the greenbelt and open space program. 
However, these pigs create problems by 
doing damage to the water resource, and 
we have to intervene. 
As pigs look for food 
typically along the 
riparian corridor, 
they dig with their 
noses, or “rooting,” 
to look for insects, 
worms, acorns, and 
other buried edibles. 

This disturbance of 
the bank can lead to significant erosion 
problems during the winter months. 
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Since our winter storms are f lashy 
events, a large rainstorm could wash the 
disturbed sediment into the creek, create 
larger bank erosion sites, and fill in the 
gravel beds used by steelhead for 
reproduction. When this damage first 
occurs, it looks as though a car has run off 
the road and torn up the creek bank. 

The City has been working with the 
California Department of Fish and Game 
to address this problem. Dry Creek 
runs through the Johnson Ranch and 
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The creek becomes intermittent during 
the late summer, which make the creek’s 
remaining isolated pools even more 
important to protect. 

The installation of the riparian fence 
has improved conditions immensely by 
keeping the cattle out of these tiny refuge 
spots. But once one animal is excluded, 
another has the opportunity to move in. 
Feral pigs can root their way under the 
fences. Extra steps must be taken to ensure 
the protection of the water resources where 

wildlife congregates. 

The City’s Rangers and 
Natural Resources staff have 
been monitoring the use of 
the corridor by the feral 
pigs. They may eventually 
trap and remove the animals 
to ensure the integrity of  
water and other resources 
present on Johnson Ranch  

              Open Space.

THESE PIGS CREATE PROBLEMS BY 

DOING DAMAGE 
TO THE WATER RESOURCE, AND WE 
HAVE TO INTERVENE
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        N  T H E  U S UA L 
      San Luis Obispo style , 
        the City Council approved the 
Conservation Plan for the City’s 
Stenner Springs Natural Reserve 
(SSNR), by a split vote. Although most 
of the Plan items were not controversial, 
the request by representatives of the 
mountain biking community for a 
so-called “skills area” site generated 
late concern, and caused a split vote 
on the Conservation Plan.

The SSNR is a 363-acre property on 
the West Cuesta Ridge Area, consisting 
mostly of chaparral, with some areas of 

grassland, oak woodland, native 
Sargent cypress, and eucalyptus groves. 
The property is referred to as Stenner 
Springs because of the numerous natural 
springs there which flow into Stenner 
Creek, a perennial stream that f lows  
into the City of San Luis Obispo.
The underlying rocks are mostly 
serpentine, which has allowed the 
persistence of many notable and unusual 
plant species. A wide array of animal 
species have been seen on the property. 

In 2000, the City purchased the first of 
the four parcels that make up the Reserve. 
The other three parcels were purchased 
by the Land Conservancy in 2006, and 
donated to the City in 2007. Parcel 4 is 
unique in that it is jointly owned in an 
undivided 50% ownership by the City 
of San Luis Obispo and the State of 
California. The public lands of Camp 
San Luis Obispo, Los Padres National 
Forest, and Cal Poly bound SSNR on 
the northwest, north, east, and south, 
and by the privately owned Stenner 
Ranch on the southwest. Historically the 
properties were owned by Southern 
Pacific (later Union Pacific) Railroad, 

and were utilized as a water source for 
steam locomotives, and for limited 
livestock grazing. 

The planning process began with a public 
workshop in June 2008. Concerns and 
desires of citizens and groups were 
presented. The most significant item 
discussed was the “skills area” proposed 
by members of the mountain biking 
community. City staff investigated the 
natural and cultural resources within 

SSNR to find appropriate placement 
for trails and the “skills area”. After 
completion, the Conservation Plan was 
then circulated amongst interested parties 
at both the State and Federal levels. 

SSNR is an important Open Space due to 
its notable features, including: natural 
springs containing small populations of the 
endangered California red-legged frog, a 
historic cultural site on Parcel 4, and 
remnants of Southern Pacific’s use. SSNR 
also serves as an important utility corridor 
for three separate water pipelines carrying 
water to the City of San Luis Obispo, 
City of Morro Bay, and communities to 
the south as far as Santa Barbara.

The major concerns addressed by the 
public were the proper restoration and 
management of the agricultural use of 
the Reserve, erosion problems associated 
with unauthorized trails, the 
construction of the Nacimiento pipeline, 
and the proximity to areas prone to fire. 
Citizens would like to see proper trail 
development to avoid sensitive areas, and 
maintain proper drainage patterns, as 
well as combat the invasion of non-native 
species like thistle and eucalyptus. The 
mountain biking community would like 
to make use of areas invaded by non-
native species for a “skills area” to 
practice technical mountain biking. 

continued inside on page 2

COLLABORATIVE 
CONSERVATION
I

supports federally protected steelhead 
trout (Oncorhynchus mykiss). 

CITY COUNCIL APPROVES NEW PLAN FOR STENNER SPRINGS 

EDUCATIONAL AND 
TECHNICAL VALUE TO USERS 

PHOTOS BY  
LINDSEY COLLINSWORTH
GAIA GRAPHICS & ASSOCIATES

by 

Neil Havlik, Ph.D. 
Natural Resources Manager 
City of San Luis  Obispo

ENDANGERED CALIFORNIAN RED-LEGGED FROG

WILD BOAR (SUS SCROFA) 



LAGUNA LAKE 
Meet at the Laguna Lake parking lot. To reach Laguna Lake, 
take Higuera St south, turn right on Madonna Rd. Turn right  
at Dalidio Rd into the Laguna Lake parking lot.

IRISH HILLS from Madonna 
Take Higuera St south, take a right on Madonna Rd. Follow 
Madonna to the very end. Trailhead is at the far side of the 
roundabout, up walkway.

SOUTH HILLS 
From US 101, exit Madonna Rd and go East. Left on Higuera St 
and right on South St. Turn right on Exposition Dr. Road will 
turn into Woodbridge St. The trailhead is on the right.

CERRO SAN LUIS  
Please meet at the Cerro San Luis Natural Reserve trailhead. 
To access the trailhead, turn right onto Fernandez Road just 
before the southbound 101 Marsh St. on-ramp.

BISHOP PEAK from Patricia
To reach the trailhead, take Foothill Blvd. west and make a 
right turn at Patricia Dr. Continue north on Patricia Dr. and 
the trailhead will be on the left, just past Patricia Court.

IRISH HILLS from Prefumo Canyon 
Take Los Osos Valley Rd north and turn left on Prefumo 
Canyon Rd. Follow for 1 mile. Trailhead is on the left after 
bridge crossing.

RESERVOIR CANYON 
Meet at the Reservoir Canyon trailhead. To reach trailhead, 
take Highway 101 north. Go about a mile past city limits and, 
right onto Reservoir Canyon Rd. This road ends at trailhead.

SOUTH HILLS
From US 101, exit Madonna Rd and go East. Left on Higuera St 
and right on South St. Turn right on Exposition Dr. Road will 
turn into Woodbridge St. The trailhead is on the right.
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11/21

12/12

1/16

2/20

11/15

12/6

1/17

2/21

Natural San Luis Docent HIKES
Events are free and take place SATURDAYS at 9AM. 
Please bring water and wear sturdy shoes. 

SLO City Parks & Rec Ranger-Led HIKES
Events are free and take place SUNDAYS at 1PM. 
Please bring water and wear sturdy shoes.

SLO Stewards TRAIL WORK 
Workdays are Saturdays from 9AM-12PM. Please wear long 
pants and sturdy shoes. Water and snacks provided. 

11/14

11/21

12/12

1/ 9

1/23

2/13

2/27

11/2

11/23

12/4
12/14

BISHOP PEAK from Patricia
To reach the trailhead, take Foothill Blvd. west and make a 
right turn at Patricia Dr. Continue north on Patricia Dr. and 
the trailhead will be on the left, just past Patricia Court. 

JOHNSON RANCH 
Take Higuera St, until it turns into South Higuera St. Meet at 
turnout located at the intersection of South Higuera St and 
Ontario Rd. Trailhead is on the right, just off the freeway.

ISLAY HILL 
Take Broad St south, turn left on Tank Farm Rd. Make a right 
onto Wavertree St. Turn left on Spanish Oaks Dr. Right onto 
Sweetbay Lane. Trailhead is at the end of Sweetbay Lane.

JOHNSON RANCH 
Take Higuera St, until it turns into South Higuera St. Meet at 
turnout located at the intersection of South Higuera St and 
Ontario Rd. Trailhead is on the right, just off the freeway.

CERRO SAN LUIS 
Please meet at the Cerro San Luis Natural Reserve trailhead. 
To access the trailhead, turn right onto Fernandez Road just 
before the southbound 101 Marsh St. on-ramp.

STENNER SPRINGS 
Take Highway 1 towards Morro Bay. Less than a mile outside 
of town, turn right onto Stenner Creek Rd. Follow Stenner 
Creek Rd for about 2-1/2 miles to the end.

JOHNSON RANCH 
Take Higuera St, until it turns into South Higuera St. Meet at 
turnout located at the intersection of South Higuera St and 
Ontario Rd. Trailhead is on the right, just off the freeway.

For info call: SLO City Parks and Rec at 781-7302. Visit: www.slocity.org/parksandrecreation

For info call ECOSLO at 544-1777, or SLO City Natural Resources Dept  at 781-7211.

For info call: City Ranger Desk at 781-7302. Visit: www.slocity.org/parksandrecreation. 

TAKE ONLY PHOTOGRAPHS. 
LEAVE ONLY FOOTPRINTS.

Reservoir Canyon Natural Reserve 8:30 - 10:30 AM

Cerro San Luis Natural Reserve 8:30 - 10:30 AM  

Pismo Beach Walk: Boardwalk & Butterfl ies 10:00 - 12:00 PM

Irish Hills Natural Reserve at Prefumo Canyon 8:30 - 10:30 AM

 

PHOTOS BY  
Meg and Keith Evans

shrubs may be necessary for proper 
maintenance, although such modifications 
must not damage the habitat.

Sustainably designed and built trails 
require less maintenance than ordinary 
trails. Continual trail maintenance, an 
essential part of trail longevity, allows trail 
users ample volunteer opportunities for 
trail work (Join us! See pg 3 for trail 
maintenance dates), as well as the chance 
to develop a better understanding of how 
trails change over time.

Key factors affecting trail wear over time 
include the nature of the tread material, as 
well as physical forces exerted by humans 
and nature. Tread material refers to the 
soil and rock composition of the trail 
surface. For example, a trail cut into a solid 
piece of granite will keep its original shape 

SLO COMMUNITY MEMBERS  
  are committed to the longevity 

and health of our natural trails, and 
seek to install more sustainable trails. 
Sustainably built trails are a large part 
of open space conservation planning as 
they preserve the landscape, while 
still allowing the community to 
enjoy the natural resources. 

According to the National Park Service, a 
sustainable trail is one that has a 
minimal impact on the area’s natural 
system. A sustainable trail works with 
the existing trails so that little rerouting 
or long-term maintenance is required. 
These trails aim for negligible soil loss 
or unnatural erosion, and allow local 
vegetation and animal life to thrive. Very 
minimal pruning or removal of certain 

PHOTO BY ELIZABETH MARUT

PHOTO BY  
LINDSEY COLLINSWORTH

GAIA GRAPHICS & ASSOCIATES

S L O  C I T Y ’ S  N A T U R A L  R E S O U R C E S

by 
Kelli Schonher
CCCMB Member

CONSERVATION continued from front
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THE IMPORTANCE OF 
BEING SUSTAINABLE

The Conservation Plan will initiate the 
re-routing of damaging trails, develop 
pedestrian and bike trails, begin control 
efforts on thistle and eucalyptus, and 
maintenance of the “skills area” by a 
qualified organization acceptable to the 
City. Fencing will be placed around 
sensitive areas and informational signage 
will be provided to aid and inform 
visitors. The livestock operation was also 
changed to “grazing as needed” basis.

Citizens of San Luis Obispo have been 
divided on the issue of whether 
mountain biking is an “active” or 
“passive” use of City open space lands. 
The “skills area” would include 
structured features, like jumps, typical 
of “active” land use. Some did not think 
it appropriate in an open space. Others 
felt that the “skills area” was an obvious 
adjunct to an already well-used trail 

for a very long time. At the other end of 
the tread material “spectrum”, a trail 
through sand is generally short-lived. 

To understand physical forces exerted by 
humans on a trail surface, consider what 
happens when we walk on a trail. Our 
footprint is a form of compaction, which 
refers to the downward pressure on a 
tread surface. Over time, compaction and 
displacement of tread material that occurs 
with use causes a trail to change shape. 
Erosion, or the movement of tread 
material by water and wind, is an example 
of physical forces exerted by nature. 

Understanding these key factors and how 
they relate to each other provides the 
foundation for good trail design. This 
ultimately leads to the creation of a 
sustainable trail!

system, and that it had educational and 
technical value to users. Ultimately the 
Council agreed and the “skills area” 
remained in the Plan. 

The Plan also proposes a number of 
environmental enhancements and sets a 
goal of integrating trail use on the adjacent 
National Forest lands, while discouraging 
trespass onto Camp San Luis Obispo 
(an active military base). Environmental 
programs are expected to get underway 
this fall; these include oak plantings, 
wetland enhancements, and changes to 

SUSTAINABLE TRAIL BUILDING LEADS TO BETTER FUTURE

the livestock grazing system to protect 
and enhance native grasslands.

The public is invited to visit and enjoy 
the history, wildlife, interesting 
vegetation, and scenic beauty of Stenner 
Springs, and to join in creating the 
enhancements expected there, including 
the “skills area”. Finally, the City of 
San Luis Obispo extends its thanks 
to the Central Coast Concerned 
Mountain Bikers (CCCMB), who have 
been so helpful to the City’s open space 
programs, especially in building its trails. 

PHOTOS BY  
LINDSEY COLLINSWORTH
GAIA GRAPHICS & ASSOCIATES

THE CITY EXTENDS 
 ITS THANKS TO THE CCCMB ESPECIALLY 

IN BUILDING 
ITS TRAILS

See website for directions (www.slocity.org).  Please wear sturdy shoes and bring water.

Fitness HIKING Club
Fitness hikes are designed for active adults to get acquainted with 
the fabulous trails in the county. Hike pace and distance will be catered 
to the individual group. All events are FREE and open to the public.
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