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Modoc Management Exchange
Editor s̓ Note: This section of the newsletter is dedicated to exploring 
management tools and options available to Modoc County landowners. 
Please email us with questions or management tools you would like us to 
explore. Email abbeyk@hdo.net or call (530) 233-5085.

Roots of wetland-adapted plants hold soil in place during flood 
events

The most beneficial aspect of rushes and sedges to streambank health 
is unseen. Literally. Itʼs underground. 

The roots of these water-loving plants are long and strong. They grip 
tightly to soil during a flood event and have the tremendous capacity to 
hold themselves in place. According to the Montana State University 
Animal and Range Sciences Extension Service Web site,  the roots of 
sedges knit streambank soils together

In a study printed in Geomorphology (volume 9, issue 1), root-vol-
ume density was correlated negatively with erosion. Out of the plants 

studied, the sedge and rush com-
munities had the lowest erosion 
rates, followed by mixed sedge 
communities and mixed grass 
communities. Although a study 
printed in Field Crop Research 
(volume 43, issue 2-3) indicated 
that living grass barriers can ef-
fectively reduce soil erosion on 
hillsides, they do not reduce soil 
erosion on streambanks during 
a flood. Plants with weaker root 
systems than the sedge and rush, 
grow on higher banks that dry 
out in the summer. These banks 
will erode more during a flood, 
according to the Montana State 
Web site. 

Rushes and sedges minimize flood effects. Besides reducing soil ero-
sion, they increase the amount of water entering the soil. When eroded 
soil from mountains and fields enters a stream it forms sediment that 
fills streams and pushes floodwaters out of its banks. Sediment for-
mation is reduced by having a buffer, a grass buffer can stop up to 
70 percent of the soil from entering a stream, according to a United 
States Department of Agriculture report adapted from How to Design 
a Riparian Buffer for Agricultural Land created by many USDA ser-
vice organizations. With the sediment trapped by the grass buffer, the 
rushes and sedges go to work stabilizing the streambank in a flood 
event. Rushes and sedges are an important component of a riparian 
buffer, which is an area next to water that cushions the negative im-
pacts that land and water may have on each other, according to the 
USDA report. 

Along with holding soil in place, the roots of rushes and sedges 
slow the speed of floodwaters and distribute water more slowly over a 
floodplain. This braking action also lowers flood heights and reduces 
erosion, according to the Environmental Protection Agency Web site. 

Fish, wildlife and domestic animals enjoy rushes and sedges, espe-
cially in the dry season. The plants keep the water cool and provide 
shelter for small animals coming down to drink from the stream. 

Pit River Watershed landowners offered compliance  
options and potential low-threat status for “Ag Waiver” 
by the Central Valley Regional Water Quality Board

By Laura Unrue 

If you own and irrigate 
more than five acres of 
land along the Pit River, 

the Irrigated Lands Waiver Pro-
gram has no doubt caught your 
attention. Commonly called the 
Ag Waiver, this program is ad-
ministered by the Central Valley 
Regional Water Quality Con-
trol Board and spells out new 
requirements for water quality 
monitoring of agricultural ir-
rigation runoff. The Regional 
Board has outlined two ways in 
which producers may comply 
with these new regulations:

1. by joining for individual 
discharger status directly 
with the Regional Board or 
2. by filing with a local 

coalition (such as the North-
eastern California Water As-
sociation-NECWA). Com-
pliance with the Ag Waiver 
by one of these two methods 
is strongly advised by the 
CMRCD as the Regional 
Board has clearly indicated 
that regulatory enforcement 
of waiver requirements will 
begin shortly.
A recent and positive develop-

ment for producers in the Up-
per Pit River Watershed has oc-
curred. It centers on a concept 
known as DeMinimis or Low 
Threat Status, which refers to 
a minimal or very low threat 
to water quality. The Regional 
Water Quality Control Board 
has been meeting with produc-
ers in the Northeastern Califor-

nia area, in an attempt to devel-
op standards and conditions for 
De Minimis status. Basically, a 
De Minimis designation recog-
nizes that certain areas of agri-
cultural production and certain 
agricultural practices pose less 
of a threat to water quality than 
others. Concentrated row crop 
farming on the valley floor 
utilizes more intensive chemi-
cals than alfalfa operations at 
higher elevations within the 
same broad watershed. For ex-
ample, 100 acres of alfalfa in 
Big Valley is much less of a 
water quality threat than 100 
acres of walnut orchards in 
the Sacramento Valley. Con-
sequently, the Regional Board 
is attempting to identify these 
“lower risk” areas and treat 
them accordingly. The exact 
benefits of De Minimis status 
designation are still being de-
termined. Central Modoc Re-
source Conservation District 
hopes this will result in less 
costly monitoring, less costly 
coalition fees. Sub-watershed 
areas with less chemically in-
tensive agriculture, such as the 
hay operations and irrigated 
pasture in the Upper Pit River 
Watershed may be considered 
for “Low Threat” status, and as 
such would qualify for a con-
ditional waiver with less strin-
gent monitoring requirements 
and other benefits as outlined 
above. 
The Central Valley Regional 

Water Quality Control Board 

is seeking input on how to de-
velop standards and conditions 
for De Minimus status. On 
Tuesday July 12th, producers 
and representatives from the 
Northeastern California Water 
Association, UC Cooperative 
Extension, the Central Modoc 
RCD and the Goose Lake RCD 
met in McArthur with Regional 
Water Quality Control Board 
Staff to discuss the potential 
for a De Minimis designation 
in the Upper Pit and Goose 
Lake areas. 
Regional Board staff  were 

extremely receptive to the 
ideas presented at the meeting 
and many new avenues of com-
munication were developed 
between agency personnel and 
local producers. Before further 
discussion continues, however,  
producers must become com-
pliant with the existing regula-
tions of the Ag Waiver – indi-
viduals must file directly with 
the Regional Board or join a 
local coalition. The water qual-
ity monitoring currently being 
conducted by NECWA must 
continue so as to effectively 
demonstrate our lower threat to 
water quality.
Only with widespread partici-

pation of the agricultural com-
munity in NECWA and con-
tinued monitoring efforts, can 
progress be made toward a De 
Minimis designation.
For more information, please 

contact Laura Unrue at (530) 
640-0930

Funding for this newsletter has been provided in part by the 
State Water Resource Control Board, CALFED, Prop. 13, CA 
DOC and the Pit River Watershed Alliance.
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Modoc youth practice land stewardship in an outdoor classroom

Alturas Elementary School students take time to reflect 
on their work at the wildlife refuge and observe their 
environment.

A group of Alturas students head out for an Adoption 
Project activity at the Modoc National Wildlife Refuge.

What is Placed-
Based Learning?

• A teaching and learning process 
that uses the local environment 
and community as the context for 
learning

• It focuses learning on the central 
concepts and principals of multi-
ple disciplines

• Involves students in problem-
solving and other meaningful 
tasks

• Allows students to work autono-
mously to construct their own 
learning, and culminates in realis-
tic, student-generated products 

• Student driven

• Standards based

• Creates a collaborative, recipro-
cal partnership between students 
and the community

• Facilitates cooperative and inde-
pendent student learning

By Laura Van Acker

The Pit River Adoption project is a coopera-
tive effort to improve the Pit River Water-
shed. It educates students and adults in our 

community about watershed health, helps encour-

age good watershed steward-
ship, gives students in Modoc 
Joint Unified School District 
an opportunity to complete a 
service project, and to enjoy 
Modoc County’s abundant 
natural resources.   The project 
began with Alturas Elementary 
School in Spring 2004 and will 
expand to include more grades 
each year. Our long-term vision 
is that other schools, that have 
wonderful watershed opportu-
nities in their backyards, will 
repeat this project. 

Steve Clay, Modoc National 
Wildlife Refuge Manager, in 
cooperation with the River Cen-
ter has set aside approximately 
20 acres on the refuge known 
as the South Headquarters as 
an outdoor learning lab. Stu-
dents in the community have 
adopted this site and will par-
ticipate in the management and 
improvement of the area.  This 
will include the completion of 
a service-learning project each 
year by each class.  Students 
will return to the area each 
year throughout high school 
and have the opportunity to see 

their work and how it has im-
proved and changed the adop-
tion site.  

We are using the Place Based 
Learning Model to design our 
project, which includes authen-
tic learning, a meaningful ser-
vice project, curriculum in the 
classroom prior to the field trip, 
and a reflection activity after 
the trip.  The River Center staff 
will be responsible for field trip 
arrangements, curriculum, co-
ordination of the activities with 
the refuge staff, and organiza-
tion of volunteers to assist with 
each field trip.  Learning activi-
ties include riparian area res-
toration, introduction and cul-
tivation of native plants, plant 
inventory, bird and animal in-
ventory, water quality monitor-
ing, tree planting, the creation 
of a bird watching trail, de-
velopment of a demonstration 
wetland, and any other projects 
that the group, under supervi-
sion of refuge staff, determines 
would enhance their site.  They 
will visit and complete projects 
at the same adopted site as they 
move up in grade levels.  The 

students, teachers and parents 
will be able to see the changes 
and improvements they helped 
create.  

Students will visit the site a 
minimum of one time each year 
in the spring and possibly again 
in the fall.  Each class will main-
tain a portfolio of the projects 
they completed.  The portfolio 
stays with each group of chil-
dren as they change grades and 
will include yearly monitoring 
projects completed, records of 
restoration work, reflection piec-
es, pictures and more.  When the 
classes visit the site they will 
complete activities related to 
the California State Grade Level 
Standards designed by River 
Center staff.  The field trip will 
be an all-day experience and 
include activities from Project 
Learning Tree, Project Wild and 
Project Wet.  The River Center, 
the Modoc National Wildlife 
Refuge, and other agency vol-
unteers will participate with the 
students the day of the field trip 
and in their classroom to give 
pre trip instruction.

CMRCD Staff
Laura Shinn, Business Manager
Blair Parrott, 
   Watershed Coordinator
Laura Unrue, Assistant 
   Watershed Coordinator
Richard Westman, 
   Project Coordinator
CMRCD Board of 
Directors
Valerie Coe, President
Dick Mackey, Vice President
Chico Pedotti, 
   Secretary/Treasurer
Jerry Hoxsey
Bill Valena
Curt Talbott
Carol Sharp

River Center Staff
Abbey Kingdon, Director
Laura Van Acker,   
   Education Coordinator
Laura Shinn, Business 
Manager
River Center Board 
of Directors
Steve Clay, President
Jerry Hoxsey, 
   Vice President
Abbey Kingdon, 
   Secretary/Treasurer
Valerie Coe
Dick Mackey
Carol Sharp
Vanston Shaw
Bill Valena

Rare spring floods bring benefits and hardship to Modoc residents
By Jessica Philpott and

 Kim Wolfe

Although the ex-
tremely hot sum-
mer temperatures 

have dried out Modoc Coun-
ty, many people are still 
dealing with the aftermath 

of the wet spring and flood-
ing.   Now that we are in late 
summer it’s easy to forget 
that in May, 2005 Modoc 
County was hit with a se-
ries of rain and snow storms 
that brought record amounts 
of precipitation.  This series 
of spring storms resulted 
in flooding throughout the 

Upper Pit River Watershed.  
Especially hard hit were the 
sub-watersheds draining the 
Warner Mountain Range, 
such as Parker and Thoms 
Creek areas.   In isolated ar-
eas some houses were slight-
ly damaged as floodwaters 
peaked.   However, the brunt 
of the flooding was limited 
to those structures within the 
floodplain such as bridges, 
culverts and irrigation diver-
sions.     

In the main stem of the Pit 
River, it was estimated that 
the May flood was a 15-year 
event. However, after fol-
lowing up on the damage 
in the Parker and Shields   
Creek Watersheds, hydrolo-
gist George Wingate from 
Lahontan Consulting, Inc., 
estimated that the flood 
event that hit this area was 
more like a 500 to 1,000 year 
event.  Modoc County has 
continued to work with the 

Governor’s Office of Emer-
gency Services and the Natu-
ral Resource Conservation 
Service in order to receive 
funding assistance to repair 
damages.  The damage as-
sistance is limited to Modoc 
County departments and spe-
cial districts, such as the Cen-
tral Modoc Resource Conser-
vation District (CMRCD). 

The floods were damag-
ing, however, Modoc County 
benefited from high precipi-
tation and flooding that oc-
curred.   An obvious benefit 
was finally having enough 
water to compensate for the 
lack of moisture in the pre-
vious years.  After the mild 
winter, many had feared that 
a major drought was certain 
in 2005.  Claire Crenshaw, 
a Modoc Auction Yard em-
ployee who spends plenty of 
time around ranchers who 
know Modoc County best, 
said that the common opin-

ion prior to May was that the 
county would have “run out 
of water by June” if the flood 
hadn’t happened.   Additional 
benefits from the high waters 
include:
• A “flushing out” of debris 
and sediment in the water-
shed which results in im-
proved water quality 
• Recharging of the ground-
water aquifer 
• Sediment deposits left on 
the floodplain  add nutri-
ents to the soil –this is his-
torically a natural function 
of riparian areas
• Relief for drought-strick-
en vegetation in the forests
• Increase forage produc-
tion and “free” irrigation 
To many it was a bless-
ing in disguise. To others 
it was a huge disaster that 
ruined their fields, dam-
aged their homes and other 
structures.
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The Story of the Central Modoc River Center

By Abbey Kingdon

The River Center was born of 
the need to educate the Pit River 
watershed community about 
watershed health. When the En-
vironmental Protection Agency 
deemed the Pit River an im-
paired watershed, which means 
the health of the watershed could 
be improved, the watershed 
community and the Central Mo-
doc Resource Conservation Dis-
trict decided to fix the problem 
locally. Part of their solution was 
the development of The River 
Center, an interpretive facility 
engineered to educate the public 
about watershed health and the 
related fields of natural resourc-
es and agriculture. The Central 
Modoc RCD said they believe 
the first step toward change is 
education.

“(The community) took charge 
locally to improve the health of 
the watershed so they wouldnʼt 
be told what to do in the future 
(by outside agencies),” Paula 
Fields, former education coor-
dinator and director of the River 
Center, said. 

Today, two years after its 

grand opening, The River Cen-
ter continues to grow. It began 
as a house rented from the Mo-
doc County Office of Education, 
with a few displays on the walls. 
Today, the center facilitates el-
ementary school field trips, in-
terns from Modoc High School, 
hosts community meetings and 
participates in community festi-
vals and events. Visitors and lo-
cals tour the little house that now 
looks like a natural history mu-
seum. They view professionally 
designed displays and exhibits, 
including an interactive noctur-
nal closet and a display show-
casing the agricultural products 
produced in Modoc County us-
ing the Pit River watershed. The 
center has an aquaria room filled 
with aquariums of fish native to 
the Pit River and outside, a na-
tive plants garden. 

The River Center metamor-
phasized from a barren house to 
a professional interpretive cen-
ter through the guidance and fa-
cilitation of two Central Modoc 
RCD education coordinators, 
Valerie Coe and Paula Fields. 
They organized and directed a 
community of volunteers, agen-

cies and organizations who came 
together to create the center. The 
River Center Development Team 
was united by a shared vision 
and passion for future watershed 
health and quality of life in rural 
Modoc County. All aspects of 
the River Center were created, 
designed or constructed locally, 
except for the printing of the dis-
play posters, which occurred in 
Reno, Nevada.

“The River Center is the com-
munityʼs place, it belongs to the 
community,” Fields said.

It all began in 2001, when the 
Central Modoc RCD placed the 
reins of further development of 
their natural resource and agri-
culture education program into 
Valerie Coeʼs hands. 

She researched other pro-
grams. In nearby Red Bluff and 
Dunsmuir. Coe discovered in-
terpretive centers that taught the 
importance and shared the won-
ders of their watersheds.

Coe brought the idea of cre-
ating an interpretive center in 
Alturas to the Central Modoc 
RCD Board of Directors. They 
loved the concept. 

At a natural turning point in 
the development process, when 
the funding was secured, the 
committees formed and the site 
located, Coe turned the project 
and education coordination over 
to Paula Fields, who made it her 
mission to make the River Cen-
ter a reality. 

Through the development pro-
cess, Fields served as a project 
coordinator. Fields had $30,000 
and less than 900 square feet to 
work with to create The River 
Center. Most other interpre-
tive centers Fields visited said 
it couldnʼt be done with such 

Valerie Coe, former CMRCD education coordinator. 
Valerie took hands-on environmental education into 
local classrooms. 

limited resources. Instead of re-
sponding negatively to the inter-
pretive centers  ̓ perspective, the 
River Center development com-
mittees addressed these limiting 
factors with creativity and local 
talent. 

When the center opened in May 
2003, approximately 150 people 
came to the grand opening. The 
hard work was recognized, the 
vision now a reality. 

“We had no idea it would 
turn out this good,” Fields said, 
“sometimes I walk in here and I 
think, ʻwow.ʼ”

Paula Fields, former River Center director and education 
coordinator.  Paula facilitates a learning activity at the River 
Center and CMRCD booth at the Modoc District Fair. 
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Calendar of Events
• The Night Watch Program, September 10, 6:30PM
• Wings of the Warners (Bird Festival), September 17th
• Pit River Clean Up Day, September 18th

The River Center
• Board of Directors Meeting, 
   Open to the Public, September 20th
• Day in the District, October 5th

The Central Modoc RCD

Cal Poly, San Luis Obispo grad 
joins Central Modoc RCD Team

The newest face at the Central Modoc RCD is that of Laura 
Unrue, who has been hired to serve as the CMRCD Assis-
tant Watershed Coordinator. Laura is a recent graduate of Cal 

Poly San Luis Obispo where she received a bachelorʼs degree in ani-
mal science with a minor in range management. While in college she 
was active in the Collegiate Cattlemenʼs  Club as well as the California 
Young Cattlemenʼs Association. Laura is eager to apply her passion 
for agriculture and natural resources conservation as the latest addition 
to the CMRCD team. 

Project 
Coordinator 
brings 27 years 
experience to 
Central Modoc 
RCD

Richard Westman re-
ceived a bachelorʼs de-
gree in range manage-

ment from Utah State University.
He was employed with the Bu-

reau of Land Management for 27 
years, working in Eastern Ore-
gon, Southern Utah and Northern 
California.  He left the BLM to 
take advantage of an early retire-
ment opportunity. 

“My main objective in taking 
this opportunity was to round out 
my career with work experience 
outside of federal employment,” 
Richard said.  He has worked for 
four years with the Southern Or-
egon Goat Producers, providing 
range management consulting 
services on goat grazing proj-
ects designed to achieve weed 

Laura Unrue, CMRCD Assis-
tant Watershed Coordinator

Richard Westman, Project Co-
ordinator for Central Modoc 
RCD

Learning to walk at Canyon Creek Ranch
Dick and Noelle Mackey had fun watching a baby Sandhill Crane and its mother make their 
way through the hay field of the Mackey’s ranch in late July. 

and vegetation management.  He 
also contracted with the BLM to 
conduct allotment health assess-
ments and provide training on the 
Ecological Site Inventory Meth-
od.  Currently, he has a contract 
with the Central Modoc Resource 
Conservation District to provide 
project coordination services for 
stream bank restoration and water 
quality monitoring.

Upcoming projects include wetland enhancement 
and stream restoration 

By CMRCD Staff
Central Modoc Resource Conser-

vation District staff, in cooperation 
with landowners John and Sally 
Clark, Warren Weber, and XL Ranch 
staff, are implementing three resto-
ration projects this fall with funding 
from the Central Valley Regional 
Water Quality Control Board.    

All permits are in for the Clark 
Project, five miles downstream of 
Alturas.  By slightly re-routing the 
end of the Rattlesnake Ditch into a 
small wetland, we can heal a small 
headcut (an actively eroding chan-
nel that cuts down and erodes its 
way upstream) and deliver more 
water to the wetland. The CMRCD 

will also re-slope and re-vegetate 
up to 300 linear feet of eroding 
banks along the Pit River and en-
hance the adjacent wetland area to 
provide better habitat for migratory 
waterfowl.  A small section of ri-
parian fencing will be installed to 
manage livestock along the river 
and wetlands.  Livestock is season-
ally excluded from newly replanted 
areas until the plantings become 
established. The reduction of ani-
mal impact along the riverbanks, 
and the delay in the grazing period 
in the wetlands, helps to improve 
waterfowl brooding habitat.  

Upstream of Alturas about five 
miles on the North Fork Pit River is 

the XL Ranch Cemetery Project.  To 
prevent the loss of a significant ar-
cheological and burial site, CMRCD 
is working with the XL Ranch In-
dian Reservation to stabilize a small 
reach of eroding riverbank next to 
the cemetery.  New riparian fencing 
is being installed. 

High up in the Warner Moun-
tains in Dry Creek Basin, a fencing 
project is in the works. It will last 
through 2006.  Up to five miles of 
fence will be installed to seasonally 
exclude livestock from portions of 
Dry Creek, which harbors Red Band 
Trout, and to serve as a tool for man-
aging livestock on adjacent upland 
meadows and springs.

The XL Cemetery project site from the air. Notice the sharp cut in 
the bank near the cemetery plot. Without restoration this would 
increase, taking more steambank soil with each deeper cut. 

The Clark project site is located fives miles downstream of 
Alturas. The right hand streambank will be restored and wetlands 
enhanced.


