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Partnerships and Planning VISION 2050
Tools for 2050

Developing a framework for planning
and implementing conservation in a dynam-
ic place with close ties to native biodiversity, Hopes for the Delta Expressed by
California history, agriculture, and statewide Various Stakeholders in 2016 Workshops
economies is a challenging task. Add to that
consideration of the myriad existing plans
and conservation initiatives that apply to
California’s Delta, and the task boggles the
mind. Then consider the perils and uncer-
tainties presented by climate change and the
task becomes a very tall order.
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This document, called the Delta Conser-
vation Framework, is the product of three
years of work (2016-2018) led by the Cali-
fornia Department of Fish and Wildlife and
developed in partnership with Delta stake-
holders. These stakeholders included federal,
state, and local government representatives,
conservation practitioners, non-profit
organizations, landowners, residents, and
business owners.

Three primary sets of resources guided
development of the Framework:

1. Feedback from a series of public work-
shops held in 2016

2. Prior plans focused on the people and
ecosystems of the Delta

3. Best available science on ecosystem
processes in the Delta

From this foundation emerged seven
conservation goals, 26 strategies to reach
those goals, 200 pages of details, seven
appendices, and a 30-year vision for a
healthier Delta for both humans and wild-
life: the Delta Conservation Framework.




History of the Push to Reframe
Delta Conservation

The California Water Code recognizes the Delta as
“the most valuable ecosystem on the west coast of North
America and South America” However, over the last
century, the wildlife habitats and ecosystem services
that the Delta provides have been impacted by environ-
mental degradation, land use conversions, and econom-
ic shifts. Efforts to protect, enhance and restore the
Deltas natural riches and ecosystem services are
ongoing. Indeed large-scale conservation of Delta
aquatic and terrestrial habitats is called for in a wide
variety of California state laws, mandates, plans,
mitigation requirements, and initiatives, many of which
are the result of decades-long debates, and reports based
on scientific research.

The origins of the Delta Conservation Framework
derive from changes in Delta conservation and water
policies between 2006 and 2016. In 2006, Delta
planning agencies began crafting the Bay Delta
Conservation Plan (BDCP), intending to provide a
comprehensive tool for planning and permitting
conservation projects and new water conveyance
infrastructure. The resulting 2013 BDCP public draft
contained measures to protect 54 sensitive native
species and specific actions to protect and restore
habitat in the Delta. The BDCP also contained plans to
add three new water intakes along the Sacramento River
to divert water for the state and federal water projects.
In spring 2015, the Brown administration announced a
shift from the BDCP to two parallel but separate
programs: California WaterFix, to pursue water supply
infrastructure; and California EcoRestore, to implement
focused restoration in the Delta.

Since then, the California Department of Fish and
Wildlife (CDFW) has continued to work to maintain
and increase the momentum of conservation planning
and implementation that began with the BDCP. To this
end, CDFW started a new initiative in 2016 called the
Delta Conservation Framework. The department began
by holding a series of meetings with its state partners to

What is the Delta?

present the new initiative, gather feedback, and hear
perspectives. The group collectively acknowledged two
key points: 1) the need for a new approach to conserva-
tion planning after the BDCP and 2) the need to bring
Delta stakeholders into the planning process early. Two
years later, the result is the 200-page Delta Conservation
Framework described in this executive summary.

Outside the variety of scientific resources, planning
tools, and regional partnerships brought together under
the umbrella of this new 30-year Framework, the
strongest current state guidelines for overarching
conservation and management of Delta aquatic and
terrestrial ecosystems are the 2009 Delta Reform Act
and subsequent 2013 Delta Plan, the 2014 California
Water Action Plan as well as the 2006-2013 work to
draft the Bay Delta Conservation Plan described above.
Additionally, in 2016, the San Francisco Estuary
Institute completed the last of three important reports
establishing a strong foundation of science on the
Delta’s historical ecology, transformation by humans,
and future restoration prospects: A Delta Renewed. The
latter is an important science basis for the Delta
Conservation Framework.

What is not in the Delta Conservation Framework,
however, are any conservation actions associated with
changing flows into or through the Delta. Nor are there
any acreage targets or maps showing where conserva-
tion should occur. Instead, the Framework offers a
guide for how best to plan and implement conservation.

In the coming decades, this planning context for
Delta conservation will be challenged by substantial
additional changes to the region due to climate change.
While California has long experienced droughts, floods,
wildfires, and other climate-driven events, recent
extremes and accelerated climate change clearly derive
from human activities such as the burning of fossil fuels.
As a result, Delta managers and residents must prepare
for sea level rise, extreme droughts, and storms with
associated flooding. These events will influence the
evolution of the Delta landscape, ecosystems, and
economy far into the future.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 3

Framework Goals

Framework Goals & Strategies

The Delta Conservation Framework’s goals
and strategies, used collaboratively, offer
pathways to realizing the vision of the Delta as a
place where people prosper and wildlife commu-
nities thrive by 2050.

Goals A, B and C underscore a growing
recognition of the role people and communities
must play as partners in conservation. Public
agencies, restoration
practitioners, and scientists
can all benefit from
working in collaborative
partnerships with Delta
residents, landowners,
farmers, tribes and
nongovernmental organi-
zations, at the local and
regional levels, to plan
conservation projects. The
intention of these partner-
ships is to overcome the
current climate of guarded-
ness and move toward
sustained communication
and collaboration. Mutual
respect for, and a commit-
ment to, evaluating
challenges and opportuni-
ties together is essential to
the success of conservation.

Goal D highlights the
importance of conserving
Delta ecosystems and
ecological processes and
functions, and is founded
on a landscape-scale
approach that directly
aligns with recommenda-
tions in A Delta Renewed.
Delta ecosystems have
degraded substantially over
time, and continue to do
so, because of a host of
factors including land use
changes, poor water
quality, reduced sediment
supply, and invasive
species. Populations of
native fish and wildlife
species have seriously
declined in the past decade.
The Delta’s capacity to
supply ecosystem services,
drinking and irrigation
water, and agricultural
livelihoods to its residents
and the state, while also
sustaining its native fish
and wildlife, continues to
decrease. The novel, much
altered, current Delta

Delta landscapes are a mixture of water, farms, wildlife
habitats, and small towns. Photo: Amber Manfree

ecosystem is weak and climate change will
exacerbate its weaknesses. Any conservation
effort must embrace the importance of scale and
ecosystem function to be resilient.

Goal E highlights pre-existing and ongoing
scientific research and adaptive management
efforts necessary to successfully implement
conservation in the Delta. Understanding the
complexities, and reverberating impacts on the use
of the Delta by both people and native species,
requires collaborative multi-interest science,
long-term monitoring, and adaptive management
based on this research and monitoring. Without
science-based conservation practices that support
rapid responses to crises and provide long-lasting
solutions, Delta conservation may not be success-
ful in the long term.

Goals F and G recognize that there are major
challenges to the timely and cost-effective
implementation of conservation projects in the
Delta related to permitting and funding. Even the
most seasoned engineers, resource managers,
biologists, and advocates for conservation
projects struggle with the complexity and cost of
moving projects through planning, permitting,
compliance, and construction. The Framework
offers strategies and tools for how facilitate
permitting and funding for conservation.

Each section of the Delta Conservation
Framework includes three parts: a description
of goals and strategies; on-the-ground examples
of regional-scale conservation planning efforts
already underway; and reference guides introduc-
ing readers to the many existing plans and
programs in the Delta, as well as useful tools,
checklists, and models. The Framework also
provides the basics on Delta science enterprise
and adaptive management efforts. One section
summarizes the most current landscape-scale
science on how to implement conservation to
support ecosystem function. Other sections
provide an invaluable counterpart, describing
how farm fields, pastures, and working lands can
contribute to ecosystem health and conservation.
By pulling it all together in one place, and by
identifying all the latest policy, regulatory, science,
and management resources available, the docu-
ment is much more than another plan on the shelf.
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An Emphasis on
Regional Approaches

A strong thread throughout the Delta Conserva-
tion Framework is to focus on “regions” that make
sense in terms of landscapes, watersheds, ecosystems,
human history, or communities as an organizing
principle for conservation work in the future.

The Framework references a number of different
kinds of “regional” approaches:

o Regional Conservation Partnerships made up of
diverse interests, public and private, that work
together to achieve landscape level goals;

« Regional Conservation Strategies developed by
regional partnerships that map out how conserva-
tion goals might be achieved in the regions with
an eye toward fitting the regional pieces together
across a larger landscape picture;

» Conservation Opportunity Regions roughly
identified by Delta stakeholders where promising
opportunities for major conservation and resto-
ration successes exist;

o Regional Conservation Investment Strategy
(RCIS), a California Department of Fish and
Wildlife program offering a structure for analysis,
assessment, scenario-planning, investment and
mitigation to regions interested in developing
nonbinding, voluntary conservation and habitat
enhancement actions around focal species and
habitats (see also Section V).*

Of the above, the “regional conservation strategy”
is a central organizing idea for implementation of the

Delta Conservation Framework. A regional strategy
might be an existing plan, such as the Suisun Marsh
Habitat Restoration and Management Plan, or may be
the result of a new effort.

The main idea is to develop non-regulatory,
long-term, broadly-supported regional conservation
action plans. These would be developed collaborative-
ly by regional planning partnerships comprised of
public agencies, Delta community stakeholders,
representatives of existing regional partnerships and
tribes, other interest groups, scientists, restoration
practitioners, non-governmental organizations, and
interested citizens.

The resulting strategies or plans would focus on
public lands or collaborations with willing private
landowners in a given “conservation opportunity”
region. The Framework identifies seven conservation
opportunity regions of the Delta that include public
lands, existing conservation lands, or existing
planning partnerships (see map next page). This
sub-regional division of the Delta, derived from
stakeholder discussions during the 2016 Delta
Conservation Framework public workshops, reflects
variation in local land use, communities, ecosystem
types, and public lands.

Each resulting regional conservation strategy
would tailor a set of conservation objectives, specific
actions, and an adaptive management framework to
the needs of each sub- region. To achieve multiple,
landscape scale benefits, however, these strategies
would also be aligned with the overarching goals and
strategies of the Delta Conservation Framework.*

How a Regional Conservation
Partnership Works

Farmers Business

Boaters
Landowners

Information

COMMON GOAL
Exchange

Hunters
Government

Anglers

Organizations

Biologists Regulators

Best Available

Evaluate Needs,
Problems,
Solutions

Agree on
Goals

Scenario 1

cenario 2 l

Consider —_—

cenario 3
Science

) Evaluate Scenarios
Alternatives l

Choose Preferred
Scenario

Develop Strategies
to Reach Common
Goals and Achieve
Preferred Scenario

* While the core ideas of regional partnerships, strategies, and conservation opportunity regions presented here are the founda-
tion of the Framework, they appear largely without capitalization throughout these pages to underscore an intent of inclusivity
and collaboration.
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Building on Existing Plans
and Partnerships

Any evaluation of conservation opportuni-
ties in the Delta requires consideration of the
many existing planning documents, programs,
and related regulatory requirements. The Delta
Conservation Framework does not supersede
these individual planning efforts, but instead
connects and integrates them into the larger
landscape-scale perspective. It also suggests

them as important references for consideration e tricolored blackbird, a threatened species
as part of ongoing or future regional conserva- . diminishing habitat in the Delta.

tion strategies and individual projects. To Photo: Matt Elyash, CDFW

make this integration more transparent, the ' ’

Framework provides summarized guides to

related plans and programs.
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Current Major Initiatives Aligned with the Delta Conservation Framework

Additional Important Regional Plans & Partnerships




Permitting, Funding &
Planning Tools -
The Implementation Questions

Whether it’s restoring a few acres of
wetland or planting riparian vegetation on
levees or removing invasive weeds, most
conservation projects on Delta landscapes, let
alone infrastructure upgrades, require permis-
sions and permits from government regulators.

Myriad regulations reflect federal, state,
regional and local goals for environmental
quality, wildlife protection, public safety, land
use, and other areas of public interest and
common good. Faced with the many layers of
regulatory oversight governing Delta projects
- not to mention sometimes conflicting
definitions and directives —even the most
seasoned practitioners struggle with the

Delta Conservation Framework

HOW IT’S ORGANIZED

SECTION 1
Vision
Background, Purpose

SECTION 11

Community Integration
GOALSA-B-C

SECTION 111

Ecosystem Function
GOALD

SECTION IV

Conservation Based
in Science
GOALE

SECTION V

Permitting, Funding
GOALSF-G

SECTION VI

Path Forward, Partnerships,

Processes & Tools
Regional Conservation Strategies

complexity and cost
of moving projects
through planning,
permitting, compli-
ance, and construc-
tion. By the time
projects are approved
and shovel-ready, the
dollars and equipment
required to do the job
may have already
evaporated.

The Delta Conser-
vation Framework, as
an overarching
framework for
coordinating large-
scale conservation,
recognizes that these
are major challenges
to the timely and
cost-effective imple-
mentation of conser-
vation projects in the
Delta. The Framework
offers strategies and
solutions for how to
facilitate permitting
and funding for
conservation, as well
as how to develop
conservation plans on
project, local and
regional scales with
the Framework in
mind.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 7

Permitting Strategies

The Framework recommends supporting
and increasing the capacity of regulatory
agencies to review and approve conservation
projects. It also supports the development of
easily accessible online resources to explain
permitting guidelines and requirements
clearly, as well as the development of more
regional and programmatic permitting
frameworks for the Delta. The Framework also
includes various examples of how to tackle
permitting challenges.

Funding Strategies

The Framework explores both short-term
and long-term funding challenges. It under-
scores the need to shift from the parcel-by-par-
cel, project-by-project thinking that pervades
short term funding models to landscape scale,
regionwide, longer-term models. It also
advocates for the development of more long
term funding opportunities for Delta conser-
vation and adaptive management, ranging
from direct budget allocations and environ-
mental trust funds to emerging carbon
markets.

Planning Scales - Regional or Individual

The Framework recognizes two approaches
to future conservation. The first approach is to
continue, or form, independently facilitated,
multi-stakeholder regional partnerships in
each suggested conservation opportunity
region. These partnerships would then work
together to develop recommendations and
project lists relevant to their region. The
second approach allows for individual project
implementation in areas without an estab-
lished regional partnership.

Planning Tools

The Framework describes a number of
well-established planning tools to aid decision-
making by regional partnerships and individu-
al project proponents. These include: the Open
Standards for the Practice of Conservation;
scenario planning; and structured deci-
sion-making. These tools are specifically
designed to bring unconscious prejudices to
the surface, tackle complexity, move through
uncertainty, weigh alternatives, consider trade
offs and arrive at priority conservation actions
and strategies.



8 DELTA CONSERVATION FRAMEWORK

The Path Forward -
A More Resilient Delta in 2050

The path toward more ecologically func-
tional Delta ecosystems within a thriving Delta
community remains controversial. Despite
mitigation requirements for infrastructure
projects and the state and federal water
projects, and a long history of public invest-
ment in Delta ecosystems through bond funds,
few projects have been initiated and managed
over the long term. Implementing conserva-
tion in the Delta will continue to stall unless
Delta stakeholders are willing to work collabo-
ratively, knowing they may have to be open to
considering and accepting tradeoffs. If no
solutions can be found, Delta ecosystem
conservation will remain on hold, or occur in a
piecemeal fashion. In the meantime, Delta
ecosystems and their important services to
humans and wildlife will continue to decline.

Multi-benefit projects that float all boats
may seem like an impossible dream. But in
reality, what local landowners, hunters,
farmers, anglers, and boaters want may not be
that far off from what species need to survive
and what public infrastructure projects need to
provide the greatest good for the lowest price.
Every interest — both human and wild - faces
the common uncertainty of drought, fire,
earthquakes, and political change. There is an
equally common reverence, however, for the
Delta landscape and a desire to renew the
riches of the past in the future.

The Delta Conservation Framework is an
invitation to all interested stakeholders to
come to the table. It is a call to continue the
work of improving ecosystem health, support-
ing and recovering Delta wildlife, and growing
the science capacity to learn from conservation
actions. It is a warning of the urgency of facing
the challenges of climate change, drought, and
flooding head on.

Find your place, your region, your part-
ners, review the goals and tools provided in the
Delta Conservation Framework, and set out to
make positive progress.

It’s up to each and every one of us to build
the conservation commons of the future
within the unique landscape, and among the
unique people, that comprise the Delta.

What Does the Framework Mean to Me?

The Delta Conservation Framework Online
wildlife.ca.gov/DeltaConservationFramework

The California Department of Fish and Wildlife acknowledges and
appreciates the support of the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta
Conservancy beginning with the 2016 public workshops. The Delta
Conservancy facilitated communication with Delta stakeholders
through the use of its Delta interests contact list, funding for
professional facilitation services, and engagement in each of the
public workshops.
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