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RECOMMENDED ACTION:
Authorization to disburse up to $474,385 to Friends of Recreation and Parks to implement the Lake Merced Stewardship Project. The project includes design and construction of an overlook for wildlife viewing, interpretive panels, removal of invasive plants and revegetation with natives, an assessment of fish communities, and a feasibility study for trail alignments and connections to regional trails. 


LOCATION:
Lake Merced, San Francisco Coastal Zone, southwest quadrant of the City and County of San Francisco (Exhibit 1)


PROGRAM CATEGORY:
San Francisco Bay Area Conservancy


ESTIMATED COST:
Conservancy


$474,385

S.F. Recreation and Parks
188,000

S.F. Public Utilities Commission
175,000

Friends of Recreation and Parks (in kind)
    10,000

Total:
$847,385



The City of San Francisco (SFRPD $188,000 + SFPUC $175,000) will contribute a total of $363,000, partly in-kind ($49,000 in-kind and $314,000 in cash), by funding a new staff position, and includes sharing scientific data and equipment. The Conservancy’s contribution is expected to come from the FY 02/03 California Clean Water, Clean Air, Safe Neighborhood Parks and Coastal Protection Act of 2002 (Proposition 40) appropriation for the San Francisco Bay Area Conservancy Program.


PROJECT SUMMARY:
The proposed authorization would enable the Friends of Recreation and Parks (Friends) to implement Phase II of the habitat and recreational improvements planned for Lake Merced, an exceptional and regionally significant resource. The Lake is comprised of four connected freshwater lakes that, together, encompass 386 acres and provide habitat to more than 150 species of birds, amphibians, reptiles, and mammals. The lake is highly popular for fishing and has offered thousands of urban youths an opportunity to experience this form of outdoor recreation. 



Water levels and water quality have declined over the years due to groundwater pumping from the lake’s aquifer and rainwater diversions into city storm drains. The decrease in lake levels has led to increases in water temperature, nutrient loading, and oxygen depletion, resulting in extremely poor habitat for the aquatic food chain, particularly for fish. Growing public concern about the deterioration of this important resource has encouraged the City to make a commitment to the enhancement of habitat and recreational facilities at Lake Merced. 



The Coastal Conservancy contributed $550,000 to the first phase of improvements, which provided trail upgrades, a habitat and historical interpretive sign program, and eradication of invasive species. This work, Phase I of the Stewardship Project, is now near completion. 



Conservancy funds would support the following new projects:

· Nonnative species would be eradicated from a 10-acre upland area and replaced by locally propagated native plants. 

· A habitat overlook would be designed and built, providing a new opportunity to observe birds, wildlife, and plants. 

· A fish community assessment would be undertaken to prepare for enhancing aquatic habitat and recreational fishing. 

· A feasibility study would be conducted for a trail to connect with public facilities and with the Bay Trail, Ridge Trail and Coastal Trail. 



The grantee for the proposed Stewardship Project is the nonprofit Friends of Recreation and Parks, longtime project partner of the City’s Recreation and Parks Department and Public Utilities Commission. Friends will serve as the fiscal agent for the Lake Merced Task Force, a coalition of public agencies, citizen organizations, and others, which will implement the project. 



The San Francisco Bay Conservancy Program has ranked this project as a high priority because it will enhance sensitive habitat while improving recreational use of this regionally important resource. The project is supported by a wide range of community groups and environmental organizations including CalTrout, Golden Gate Audubon Society, San Francisco State University’s Health Biological Sciences Department, the Coastal Commission, Department of Fish and Game, and Assemblyman Leland Yee. 
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STAFF  


RECOMMENDATION:
Staff recommends that the State Coastal Conservancy adopt the following Resolution pursuant to Sections 31160-31164 of the Public Resources Code:

“The State Coastal Conservancy hereby authorizes disbursement of an amount not to exceed four hundred seventy-four thousand three hundred eighty-five dollars ($474,385) to Friends of Recreation and Parks ("Friends") to assist in the implementation of the Lake Merced Stewardship Project Phase II in the City and County of San Francisco, as described in the accompanying staff recommendation, subject to the following conditions:

1.
Prior to the disbursement of any Conservancy funds for project implementation, Friends shall submit for review and approval by the Executive Officer:

a. A work program and detailed budget for the project;

b. Evidence that the City of San Francisco has authorized the project and provided funding and in-kind services and materials in the amount of at least $384,460; and

c.
Evidence that all other permits and approvals required to implement the project have been obtained.

2.
Prior to the disbursement of any Conservancy funds, Friends shall enter into agreements with the Conservancy and/or any other entities deemed appropriate by the Executive Officer:

a.
To secure rights of access to the project site necessary to construct the project; and

b. Pursuant to Public Resources Code Section 31116(c), to protect the public interest in improvements funded under this authorization.”



Staff further recommends that the Conservancy adopt the following findings:

“Based on the accompanying staff report and attached exhibits, the State Coastal Conservancy hereby finds that:

1.
The proposed project is consistent with the purposes and objectives of Chapter 4.5 of Division 21 of the Public Resources Code, regarding the San Francisco Bay Area Conservancy Program.

2. The proposed project is consistent with the Project Selection Criteria and Guidelines adopted by the Conservancy on January 24, 2001.

3. The Friends of Recreation and Parks is a nonprofit organization existing under section 501(c)(3) of the United States Internal Revenue Code, and whose purposes are consistent with Division 21 of the California Public Resources Code.”



STAFF DISCUSSION:



Project Description:
The proposed authorization would enable the Friends of Recreation and Parks (Friends) to implement Phase II of the habitat and recreational improvements planned for Lake Merced, an exceptional regionally significant resource. The Lake is comprised of four connected natural freshwater lakes that, together, encompass 386 acres and provide habitat to more than 150 species of birds, amphibians, reptiles, and mammals. Lake Merced is highly popular for fishing and has offered thousands of urban youths an opportunity to experience this form of outdoor recreation. 

Lake Merced habitat and wildlife communities are threaten by lower lake levels, declining water quality and the spread of invasive plant species, such as Cape ivy and iceplant. In recent years, growing public concern about the lake’s deteriorating condition has been the impetus for several studies that assessed the needs for restoration of natural habitat areas and rehabilitation of recreational facilities. Strategies for achieving these goals have been identified. The Lake Merced Management Plan, prepared jointly by San Francisco's Recreation and Parks Department (SFRPD) and the San Francisco Public Utilities Commission (SFPUC), identifies necessary actions and directs City policies to rectify the conditions needing attention at Lake Merced. 



In 2001, the Conservancy contributed $550,000 to the Stewardship Project’s Phase I, providing eradication of invasive species, trail upgrades, a habitat and historical interpretive sign program in another area on the lake. Phase I is now nearing completion.



The proposed project will address the currently most pressing and widest-reaching needs: an assessment of fish communities, upland habitat restoration and public access trail improvements and studies. 



Fish Community Assessment:



The SFPUC is currently conducting water level assessments and is expected to implement corrective measures to raise lake levels. The Fish Community Assessment will complement lake level assessments, share fish data, and examine fish communities that would be suited for various lake level conditions (warm water fish and cold water fish). The objective is to restore a sustainable aquatic fish habitat, which also provides recreational fishing at the lake. The Fish Assessment Study will gain financial benefits with equipment support and data assistance from SFPUC from its lake level and water quality studies now underway. 



After the Fish Community assessment is completed, the findings will be provided to the Lake Merced Task Force (LMTF) committees—Water Resources, Natural Areas, and Recreation—for review and recommendations to the LMTF, SFPUC, and SFRPD for acceptance and implementation.

Habitat Improvements: Invasive non-native plants are to be removed from eight to ten acres of an upland area of Lake Merced’s East Lake (Exhibit 1). This site was selected for restoration because of its steep topography, inaccessibility, and close proximity to relatively intact native plant habitat and high-quality terrestrial wildlife habitat. 

Native vegetation will be planted by a combination of handwork and seeding, to minimize habitat disturbance. Revegetation enhancements are to be designed to improve the health and scenic values of the lake. Project work will include ecological surveys documenting invertebrate species, so that invertebrate fauna can be reestablished in the shoreline transition habitats. The results of this work will be evaluated by computerized surveys and mapping, and by field checking existing data.

After the proposed habitat restoration is completed, it will be monitored by the SFRPD. Follow-up maintenance work will be undertaken in the subsequent growing season. Volunteers will be enlisted for restoration work where feasible. 

Public Access Improvements: A habitat overlook will be designed and constructed with trail improvements consisting of grading and removal of nonnative plants and re-vegetation with native plants. This work will be complemented with interpretive signs designed to help trail users and visitors to the lake understand Lake Merced as a valuable feeding and resting habitat for thousands of migrating birds along the Pacific Flyway. These signs will build on the interpretive panels designed with Conservancy funding in 2001, which are to be installed soon along the lake’s perimeter trail. 



The Trail Feasibility Study will examine trail alignments that can improve public access to the lake’s recreational and education facilities, avoid sensitive habitat areas, and connect with the Bay Trail, Ridge Trail, and Coastal Trail. 



All improvements proposed for Phase II of the Stewardship Project will be consistent with the SFRPD’s Significant Resource Areas Management Plan and the San Francisco General Plan. 



The Stewardship Project is the collaborative work product of the Task Force’s Natural Areas Committee and Recreational Committee. The LMTF grant application is submitted with assistance from the SFRPD, SFPUC, and the State Department of  Fish and Game.


Project Financing:
Conservancy


$474,385

S.F. Recreation and Parks
188,000

S.F. Public Utilities Commission
175,000

Friends of Recreation and Parks (in kind)
    10,000

Total:
$847,385



The Friends of Recreation and Parks, a nonprofit organization, assists the SFRPD with a wide variety of park improvement projects throughout the city. The Friends is able to expedite this project, provide in-kind services, and augment project management. SFRPD will contribute its match to the Conservancy grant from its capital budget for FY 2003. The Conservancy’s contribution is expected to come from the FY 02/03 California Clean Water, Clean Air, Safe Neighborhood Parks and Coastal Protection Act of 2002 (Proposition 40) appropriation for the San Francisco Bay Area Program.


Site Description:
Lake Merced is located in the southwest quadrant of the City and County of San Francisco (Exhibit 1). It is a remnant of a natural coastal landscape, a significant regional habitat, and a much-used recreational resource. Many residents of San Francisco, Daly City, and other nearby communities come to hike and bicycle along the shore and fish on the water. 



Lake Merced is also the one of the most important avian habitats in San Francisco. The lake’s proximity to the ocean (Exhibit 1), coastal cliffs, and remnant dunes make it critical to the breeding ecology of as many as 50 bird species. It also provides valuable resting and foraging habitat for thousands of birds traveling along the Pacific Flyway. During the spring and fall migrating seasons, birds rely on the protection and habitat resources at the lake. In the winter, thousands of birds representing 60 to 100 species use the lake. Other wildlife seen around the lake includes the threatened California red-legged frog, western pond turtle, bank swallow, black rail, tricolor blackbird, and salt marsh yellow throat. Some of the last remnants of the once widespread dune system that existed along this part of the coast still persist in the Lake Merced watershed. 

The proposed Phase II Stewardship Project will concentrate on the East Lake upland areas of Lake Merced, where public access to the shore is limited, soils are sandy, and the slopes are steep. Public access in the project area is limited to street level perimeter trails along a bluff some 90 feet above and half as much in distance from the lake.


Project History:
Since 1993, Lake Merced has been the subject of numerous and sporadic natural resource studies and planning documents that addressed the deteriorating habitat conditions, declining water levels, and deteriorating recreational facilities. Priorities for habitat improvements were outlined, and alternatives proposed. At the same time, a growing public concern and interest in the lake and its surroundings developed into a stewardship group, the Lake Merced Task Force, which will play an important role in assisting SFRPD to improve, manage, and educate the public about Lake Merced. 



The genesis of this proposed project is the Significant Natural Resources Plan adopted by the San Francisco Recreation and Parks Commission in January 1995. In early 1998, a joint effort by the SFRPD and SFPUC produced the Lake Merced Comprehensive Management Plan. In late 1998, the SFPUC completed The Lake Merced Baseline Natural Resources Inventory Report. 

In mid-1999, several neighborhood and nonprofit organizations spearheaded by the Friends for Lake Merced and San Francisco Beautiful, along with the SFRPD, SFPUC, and San Francisco State University’s Department of Human Health and Services, and formed the Lake Merced Task Force. Its mission is to “build upon existing plans, policies, and programs, implementing short-term actions while creating a long-term, sustainable program for stewardship of Lake Merced.”



The Lake Merced Task Force is an organizational structure that provides for community participation in short-term planning and program implementation for Lake Merced. It involves government agencies, former legislative offices, educational institutions, recreational interest groups, landowners, community groups, and environmental organizations with a commitment to developing Lake Merced as a natural, aesthetic, recreational, educational, and sustainable resource. 



In 2002, some resolution was reached in the longstanding controversy about withdrawals of groundwater from the Lake Merced aquifer and the effects of those withdrawals on lake levels. The City agreed to sell recycled water to the three golf courses that have been drawing on the aquifer. The City has also begun to pump water from its Hetch Hetchy reservoir to the lake in an effort to stabilize water levels. After reviewing the results of this replenishment, additional means of sustaining a stable lake level will be considered. 


PROJECT SUPPORT:
The proposed Lake Merced Stewardship Project Phase II improvements have broad support from the neighboring community, San Francisco Beautiful, San Francisco Public Utilities Commission, San Francisco State University’s Department of Health and Human Services, and Assemblyman Leland Yee (see Exhibit 2).


CONSISTENCY WITH  


CONSERVANCY'S  


ENABLING LEGISLATION:
The Stewardship Project Phase II will be undertaken pursuant to Chapter 4.5 of Public Resources Code Division 21, which establishes the San Francisco Bay Area Conservancy Program. The proposed improvements and studies will help achieve the goals outlined in Section 31162(a): “to improve public access to around the bay, coast, and urban open spaces, without having significant adverse impacts on environmentally sensitive areas and wildlife through the completion of regional bay, coast, and local trails connecting to population centers and public facilities,” with the design and construction of a habitat overlook and access trail at Lake Merced that includes habitat interpretive panels, a feasibility study that will examine trail alignments that avoid sensitive wildlife habitats, and (b): “to protect restore and enhance natural habitats and connecting corridors, watersheds, scenic areas and open space resources of regional importance,” by removing invasive non-native plants and restoring the areas with native plants, and conducting a Fish Community Assessment with the objective of identifying a fish community that will help restore a sustainable aquatic habitat and provide recreational fishing opportunities at the Lake Merced. 



This project is consistent with the Bay Area Program’s priority criteria under Section 31163(d) in that: (1) it is supported by the San Francisco Recreation and Park Department’s “Significant Natural Resource Areas Management Plan”; (2) it will serve a regional constituency of both passive (wildlife viewing and fishing) and active (boating, hiking, cycling) recreational visitors; (3) the project pre-construction work can start in a timely way (July, 2003); (4) the benefit of quick implementation avoids startup delays and takes advantage of equipment assistance now being used by SFPUC; and (5) the project has matching funds and in-kind-services from the City of San Francisco. 


CONSISTENCY WITH  


CONSERVANCY'S  


PROJECT SELECTION  


CRITERIA & GUIDELINES:
The proposed project is consistent with the Conservancy's Project Selection Criteria and Guidelines adopted January 24, 2001, in the following respects:

Required Criteria

Promotion of the Conservancy’s Statutory Programs and Purposes: The proposed project will help the Conservancy carry out the purposes of Chapters 4.5 of Division 21 of the Public Resources Code, as discussed above.

Consistency with Purposes of the Funding Source: It is anticipated that Conservancy funds will be provided from an allocation of the California Clean Water Clean Air Act of 2002 (Prop 40) for the Bay Area Conservancy Program. Proposition 40 funds will be matched with funds and in-kind services provided by the City and County of San Francisco. 

Support from the Public: This project has broad support from the neighboring community, the San Francisco Public Utilities Commission, the Coastal Commission, and state legislators and member organizations of the Lake Merced Task Force. See the "Project Support" section above and Exhibit 2.

Need: Lake Merced is one of the most important open space and park facilities in the management plan under the San Francisco Recreation and Park Department’s “Significant Natural Resource Areas” designation. It is ranked “most in need,” the category for city facilities with immediate problems, its significant natural resources, in need of being addressed. In particular, Lake Merced habitat and animal communities are threatened by the spread of invasive plant species, and the public recreational facilities that have suffered due to lack of funding. The City of San Francisco does not have sufficient fiscal resources to carryout the Stewardship Project in its entirety. The proposed project will address the most pressing needs for habitat enhancement and recreational improvements along the lake’s upland areas.

Additional Criteria

Urgency: Significant natural resources in Lake Merced and surrounding watershed are seriously threatened by the spread of invasive non-native plant species. Further neglect of these problems will result in further irreversible loss of San Francisco’s natural heritage. To be effective project work needs to begin in the early part of the year to accommodate wildlife nesting and breeding seasons.

Greater Than Local Interest: The project would provide access to the general public and at the same time protect and enhance natural resources that have regional significance as a destination for bird watching, freshwater fishing, recreational boating, cycling, and hiking along the San Francisco Bay, Ridge, and Coastal Trails.

Leverage: The Conservancy’s total $474,385 contribution will be used to leverage $384,460 in local funds and in-kind services.

Resolution of More Than One Issue: The multi-objective project will provide improved and new recreational opportunities while enhancing and conserving natural habitats. 

Readiness: The proposed habitat project can start as soon as early June 2003, the design process of East Lake overlook and trail with interpretive signs can be underway by late July 2003. Field construction will be suspended for the nesting and migration periods if necessary. It is estimated that all project work could be completed by late 2004. 

Cooperation: The project will involve the cooperative efforts and advice from the Friends of Recreation and Parks, the San Francisco Recreation and Parks Department, the Lake Merced Task Force, San Francisco Beautiful, the California Native Plant Society, Audubon Society, San Francisco League of Urban Gardeners, the San Francisco Public Utilities Commission, the Coastal Commission, and the State Department of Fish and Game. 

Comprehensive Program: This project is part of an overall program of the San Francisco Recreation and Parks Department in its mission to provide a wide range of park, recreational, and educational opportunities and services. 


COMPLIANCE  


WITH CEQA:
The proposed access and habitat improvements have been determined to be categorically exempt from environmental review pursuant to the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) by the City and County of San Francisco, Department of City Planning because they consist of minor alterations to land and vegetation which does not involve removal of healthy, mature, scenic trees or grading on a slope more than 10% (14 Cal. Code of Regulations Section 15304) (see Exhibit 3). Staff concurs with this determination and will file a Notice of Exemption on behalf of the Conservancy following project authorization.



The Fish Community Assessment and Public Access Trail Feasibility study are Statutorily exempt from CEQA, in that these activities are only planning studies for possible future activities and will include consideration of environmental factors (14 Cal. Code of Regulations Section 15262). Data collection, research, resource evaluation activities, and report publication are also exempt under Section 15306. Staff will file a Notice of Exemption upon authorization.

EXHIBIT 1

Project Maps

EXHIBIT 2

Letters of Support

EXHIBIT 3

Categorical Exemption


