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Chapter 1 
Introduction 

This chapter introduces the Salinas River system and the Salinas River Long-Term Management Plan 

(LTMP) and identifies its purpose, goals, scope, development process, and organization.  

The Salinas River provides critical ecosystem benefits and supports a multi -billion dollar regional 

economy. Key challenges in managing the river and surrounding lands are periodic flooding, 

streamflow maintenance for agriculture and species habitat, invasive species, poor water quality, 

loss of riparian vegetation, encroachment on the stream channel, and ad hoc bank stabilization.  

Various water management facilities along and near the Salinas River, including the largest dams in 

Monterey and San Luis Obispo Counties, are operated by the Monterey County Water Resources 

Agency (MCWRA). MCWRA also serves as the flood control agency for most of Monterey County. In 

developing the Salinas River LTMP, MCWRA aims to establish comprehensive solutions to the 

complex water resource management challenges along the Salinas River. Specifically, the purpose of 

the LTMP is to provide a multi-benefit management program that addresses the needs of MCWRA 

facilities and operations, while addressing related issues such as flood risk reduction, water supply, 

water quality, natural resource conservation, threatened and endangered species management, and 

compliance with the federal and state environmental laws, including Endangered Species Acts.  

The geographic scope of this LTMP is limited to the portion of the Salinas River watershed in which 

MCWRA conducts management activities. Management actions under the LTMP broadly include 

water supply management, groundwater recharge, flood management, and riverine habitat 

enhancement and restoration. The LTMP is not subject to a specific (e.g., 20- or 30-year) planning 

horizonɂinstead, it  is intended to remain flexible to guide both short- and long-term management 

needs. 

Developing the LTMP and establishing a stakeholder engagement process were coordinated efforts 

by MCWRA and its consultants. Engaging technical experts, regulatory agencies, and landowners 

was essential for developing a successful LTMP; these and other stakeholders, including members of 

the public, were involved throughout, providing input and influencing its development.  

1.1 Overview  
The Salinas River is the longest river system in the central coast of California. Fertile soils in the 

floodplain, a highly favorable climate, and the use of river flows for aquifer recharge and irrigation 

make the Salinas Valley one of the most productive agricultural regions in California. Agriculture in 

the Salinas Valley generates billions of dollars for the regional economy. However, the successes of 

the region have also led to management challenges. Among these are maintaining stream flows for 

agriculture and species habitat; controlling periodic flooding; managing invasive species; and 

addressing impaired water quality, loss of riparian vegetation, encroachment on the stream channel, 

and ad hoc bank stabilization. All these factors affect the river and its estuary lagoon. 

MCWRA is the primary local agency managing water and minimizing flood risk along the Salinas 

River. MCWRA operates the largest dam in Monterey County (San Antonio Dam) and in San Luis 

Obispo County (Nacimiento Dam). MCWRA also operates a variety of water management facilities 
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along and near the Salinas River, and it is the flood control agency for most of Monterey County. Due 

to the many and growing challenges facing the Salinas River, it is critical  that MCWRA successfully 

manages the water resources along the Salinas River while minimizing flood risk and addressing the 

needs of threatened and endangered species. Recognizing these challenges, MCWRA conducted 

several public meetings in 2013 to begin collecting input on how best to manage the river while 

addressing multi-benefit needs. Key take-aways from these public meetings included strong desires 

for local control, for a comprehensive approach, and for oversight to be undertaken by an existing 

agency (Monterey County Water Resources Agency 2013).  

The strategy that evolved consisted of developing and implementing a comprehensive, phased 

approach that encompasses a range of options. An early step in this phased approach was 

implementing the Salinas River Stream Maintenance Program (SMP) to provide flood reduction 

benefits and habitat restoration and enhancement to 90 miles of the Salinas River upstream of the 

Salinas River Lagoon. Partnering with landowners, the Salinas River Channel Coalition, The Nature 

Conservancy, the Resource Conservation District of Monterey County, and the Grower-Shipper 

Association of the Central California, the Salinas River SMP was permitted and began 

implementation in 2014.  

MCWRA intends for this LTMP to be the next step in the process of establishing comprehensive 

solutions to the complex water resource management challenges along the Salinas River. MCWRA 

has developed this management strategy in collaboration with all interested parties to meet the 

goals and objectives for the entire system, while maintaining necessary flexibility. 

MCWRA prepared the LTMP with funding provided by the State Coastal Conservancy. During LTMP 

development, MCWRA actively sought input and feedback from a wide range of local stakeholders 

(Section 1.4, Preparation Process) to identify issues and management recommendations that balance 

protecting the natural resources in the Salinas River watershed for future generations while meeting 

the water ÎÅÅÄÓ ÏÆ ÔÏÄÁÙȭÓ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÉÅÓȢ  

1.2 Purpose and Goals 
The purpose of the Salinas River LTMP is to describe a multi-benefit management program that 

addresses needs related to MCWRA facilities and operations, as well as related issues such as flood 

risk reduction, water supply, water quality, natural resource conservation, threatened and 

endangered species management, and federal and state Endangered Species Acts compliance. The 

,4-0ȭÓ primary goals are as follows.  

 ̧ Identify long-term solutions for management of the Salinas River that include flood reduction, 

water resource management, stream maintenance, and habitat management for threatened and 

endangered species. 

 ̧ Investigate the Salinas River Lagoon for the potential of reducing flooding and improving habitat 

conditions. 

 ̧ Identify potential improvements to steelhead migration issues in the Salinas River utilizing 

management efforts and anticipated future projects.  

 ̧ Develop the framework for implementing the LTMP that meets a variety of multi-benefit 

management goals, including implementation of the forthcoming groundwater sustainability 

plans for the Salinas Valley. 
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 ̧ Build upon and incorporate public/private partnerships, compatible with existing land uses and 

water ri ghts. 

 ̧ Document the historical conditions in the Salinas River watershed in Monterey County.  

 ̧ Describe the existing conditions in the Salinas River watershed in Monterey Countyɂincluding 

the physical, biological, and chemical changes in the system over time, and, to the extent 

possible, the sources driving those changes.  

 ̧ Inform development of a future MCWRA habitat conservation plan (HCP) and other planning 

documents.  

MCWRA has several facilities in or near the Salinas River in areas where threatened or endangered 

species listed under the federal Endangered Species Act of 1973 (ESA) may be present. The 

operations and maintenance of those facilities may affect species listed under ESA and, therefore, 

necessitate the need for take coverage (see Appendix A, Glossary). Authorization for take can be 

accomplished in two different ways under ESA; through a federal nexus under Section 7 or by a 

nonfederal entity under Section 10. MCWRA currently has Section 7 biological opinions and 

associated incidental take statements but is anticipating preparing an HCP to provide broader, 

longer-range coverage under Section 10. The historical and existing conditions of the Salinas River, 

together with identified management and implementation opportunities (see Chapter 4, 

Management Plan, and Chapter 5, Implementation), are intended to substantially inform 

development of the HCP. 

This LTMP supports the future development of an HCP and accompanying California Environmental 

Quality Act and National Environmental Policy Act documentation (environmental impact report 

and environmental impact statement, respectively). However, this LTMP is not a regulatory 

document and will not result in regulatory permits. Similarly, the LTMP does not authorize any 

projects undertaken by MCWRA, partner agencies, or stakeholders. The LTMP is intended to inform 

how future projects are designed or implemented.  

1.3 Scope 
The following sections describe the framework of the LTMP: geographic scope, water resource 

management activities considered, and planning horizon.  

1.3.1 Geographic Scope 

The Salinas River originates in the center of San Luis Obispo County and flows 184 miles north and 

northwest to Monterey Bay, about 80 miles south of San Francisco. The Salinas River watershed1 is 

one of the largest in California (Figure 1-1). The mainstem Salinas River originates in San Luis 

Obispo County in the La Panza Range in the Los Padres National Forest and drains 4,240 square 

miles, from Santa Margarita Lake at an elevation of 2,400 feet, to Monterey Bay and the Pacific 

Ocean. The Salinas River watershed is more than twice the size of any other central California 

coastal river system from San Mateo to Santa Barbara (Monterey County Water Resources Agency 

2014). Major tributaries to the Salinas River are the Nacimiento, San Antonio and Arroyo Seco 

Rivers, and San Lorenzo Creek.   

                                                             
1 As defined by the U.S. Geologic Survey hydrologic unit code (HUC)-8 boundary (cataloging unit 18060005). 
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Figure 1-1. Regional Location   
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The geographic scope of this LTMP is limited to the portion of the Salinas River watershed in which 

MCWRA conducts management activities. The LTMP defines a management area and a study area. To 

define the management area, MCWRA first mapped the combined outermost boundary of MCWRAȭÓ 

primary zones of benefit (zones of benefit 9, 2B, and 2C) within the Salinas Valley, together with the 

seven River Management Units defined by MCWRAȭÓ Salinas River SMP (Figure 1-2). Collectively, 

these boundaries encompass the location of MCWRAȭÓ current operational activities in the Salinas 

River watershed. Next, the management area was extended into San Luis Obispo County to include 

the channel of the Nacimiento River (where MCWRA manages flows from the Nacimiento Dam), the 

surface of Nacimiento Reservoir, and lands owned by MCWRA in San Luis Obispo County. Finally, the 

edges of the management area were refined to exclude small noncontiguous areas within -#72!ȭÓ 

zones of benefit where MCWRA does not conduct management activities (e.g., the portion of zone of 

benefit 2C just north of Stonewall Creek). The LTMP management area is shown in Figure 1-3.  

The northwestern edge of the management area is defined primarily by zone of benefit 2B and 

includes Salinas River State Beach, Salinas River Lagoon, the Old Salinas River, and a portion of Moro 

Cojo Slough State Marine Reserve. The central portion of the management area includes zone of 

benefit 2C and encompasses the cities and surrounding agricultural lands of Salinas, Spreckels, 

Chualar, Gonzales, Soledad, Greenfield, King City, San Lucas, and San Ardo. The southern section of 

the management area is defined by zone of benefit 2C, extending south to the county line, and 

includes Bradley and San Miguel, as well as San Antonio Reservoir.  

Because this LTMP also addresses natural resources associated with the Salinas River, it was 

important to consider other areas within the Salinas River watershed in Monterey County that may 

affect, or be affected by, the management actions proposed in this LTMP. Using a watershed 

approach, MCWRA defined a larger LTMP study area including all U.S. Geological Survey Hydrologic 

Unit Code (HUC)-10 watersheds where the HUC-10 watersheds have a confluence with the Salinas 

River at or downstream of the confluence of the Nacimiento River. The LTMP study area is defined 

as the management area, plus all associated watersheds. The study area defines the geographic 

extent of resource planning described in this LTMP.  

The study area lies primarily within Monterey County, with  some portion s in north San Luis Obispo 

County and western San Benito County (Figure 1-3). Table 1-1 shows the proportion of the study 

area located within each county. The study area includes approximately 118 river miles of the 

Salinas River (67% of the total length of the Salinas River) as well as all of the Nacimiento, San 

Antonio, and Arroyo Seco watersheds.  
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Figure 1-2. MCWRA Zones of Benefit and River Management Units 
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Figure 1-3. Study Area and Management Area Boundaries 

  


