Delta Post

	Serving the Communities of Eastern Contra Costa County, California
	March, 2005 


Dutch Slough Area Will Be Preserved 
By John VanLandingham 
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Cutting cross the north face of Oakley, the Dutch Slough area was used for grazing land and a dairy for nearly 100 years. Anglers trolled through the waters in search of striped bass and other fish. 

Like much of East County’s ag land, the 1,200-acre site was destined for development. In 1997, before Oakley became its own city, Contra Costa County planning officials gave preliminary approval for as many as 6,100 new homes in the area. 

But instead of paving over this piece of rural paradise, Oakley officials have entered into a partnership with the Natural Heritage Institute and the original property owners to restore the site as a tidal wetland. 

“It’s quite an undertaking. Nobody has ever done anything quite like this before,” said Nancy Kaiser, Oakley Parks and Recreation manager. 

When restored, the Dutch Slough area would become part of a 20-mile-long environmental research site, allowing students and scientists to better understand the Delta ecology. In addition, a 55-acre community park connected to a series of hiking trails is planned to be developed by the city. 

City officials propose to move to that park the historically significant Burroughs home and Emerson Home. Kaiser said the Burroughs home, circa 1925, “is a wonderful representation of early ranch life.” 

One of 13 one-room schools making up what is now the Liberty Union High School District, the Emerson Home, also known as the original Iron House School, was built in 1862, Kaiser said. 

Relocating it to the community park in Dutch Slough would not be a problem, because the old school house, one of the first four built in the district, has been relocated once from its original site at Sellers Avenue and West Cypress Road. It came through that move in good shape and should withstand another one, according to Kaiser. 

The $25 million wetland restoration project could begin sometime next year. How much of a role Oakley will have beyond development of the 55-acre park has yet to be determined. 

The California Department of Water Resources calls Dutch Slough a “critical transition zone between freshwater and saltwater habitats, and it is important to resident and migratory fish.” 

The Heritage Institute cites Dutch Slough’s location at the western edge of the Delta as an important reason to restore it. Endangered fish gather or migrate through Dutch Slough, making a restored marsh greatly beneficial to their recovery. 

In its application for the funds to buy the land and restore it as a tidal marsh, the Institute’s Dutch Slough team called it “the best remaining opportunity for habitat restoration in the western Delta.” 

It is being developed immediately east of Big Break Regional Shoreline, home to the Delta Science Center. 

While the project will focus initially on developing habitats to benefit such fish as juvenile salmon, Sacramento splittail and possibly Delta smelt, it also will work on creating an area that will become home to other endangered or declining species, including the California black rail and other birds, the giant garter snake, and western pond turtle. 

Public access to the shoreline will be available along with recreational and educational opportunities. 

Funding for the project was made possible by grants from the California Bay-Delta Authority’s Ecosystem Restoration Program, the state Coastal Conservancy and the state Department of Water Resources. 

There is one fly in the ointment, however: mercury. Mercury in large concentrations can cause brain damage, numerous physical disabilities, and even death. 

An abandoned mercury mine sits 30 miles upstream from the Dutch Slough site, according to a Heritage Institute study. Mercury has been found in fish from the Marsh Creek watershed, upstream from Dutch Slough. 

But fish further downstream had lower concentrations than those upstream, suggesting that the Marsh Creek Reservoir may be preventing larger concentrations of mercury from moving into the Slough. In addition, the network of levees and berms in the regions have worked to divert much of the mercury away from Dutch Slough. 

