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Executive Summary

This Vision Plan was created by the 606 Studio, a consortium of faculty and graduate
students in the Department of Landscape Architecture at California State Polytechnic
University, Pomona. The Plan was completed in June 2010 and represents the partial
fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Master of Landscape Architecture for the
planning team.

This project was sponsored by The Trust for Public Land, the Ventura Hillsides
Conservancy, and the California Coastal Conservancy. Funding for this project originated
with a resource enhancement grant from the California Coastal Conservancy.

PURPOSE

The California River Parkways Act of 2004 and related legislation provides for the
establishment of river parkways on lands along rivers or streams. The purposes of river
parkways include the protection, improvement and restoration of riverine and riparian
open space and wildlife habitat, the provision of opportunities to the public for recreation
as well as awareness regarding the conservation and restoration of rivers and streams, and
the conversion of existing developed riverfront land uses into uses consistent with river
parkways. This document envisions a plan for a river parkway along the Lower Ventura
River, located in Ventura County, California. The proposed Lower Ventura River Parkway is
approximately six miles in length beginning at the Pacific Ocean and ending upstream at
Foster Park.

This document is intended as an analysis, planning, and design tool for government

and non-governmental agencies and the surrounding community who are interested

in creating a river parkway that is compatible with recreational use, stewardship, river
function, and regional ecosystems.

GOAL

The project goal for this Vision Plan is to reconnect people with the Lower Ventura River
by providing opportunities for recreation, education, and stewardship while protecting
and enhancing hydrological and ecosystem resources.

METHODS

Following guidelines suggested by The Trust for Public Land, the California State Coastal
Conservancy, and the faculty of the 606 Studio, this document illustrates a vision plan
for the Lower Ventura River Parkway plan using stakeholder input, research, maps, text,
sketches, and pictures. Although this document focuses on a six mile segment of the
Ventura River, planning and design proposals for the project site were developed within

the larger context of the Ventura River Watershed.

The planning team began by conducting an inventory of existing conditions and
resources — hydrological, ecosystemic, and cultural — at the regional, watershed, and
project area scale. The team then facilitated several public workshops to identify residents’
preferences for the future of the Lower Ventura River and its environs. Experts in the
fields of stream restoration, biodiversity preservation, and urban planning were consulted
in order to identify guiding principles. The team conducted research, including site visits,
regarding projects elsewhere that could provide precedents for planning solutions. The
team used all of this information to identify the principal issues regarding hydrology,
ecosystems, and culture and to formulate objectives for addressing those issues.

The team prepared a parkway vision plan including elements addressing hydrology,
ecosystems, circulation and culture. The team also recommended policies and broad
approaches that would address the plan objectives throughout the proposed six mile
parkway project area, as well as selected regional and watershed-level policies that
would directly impact the success of the parkway itself. The team identified clusters of
significant opportunities and constraints for addressing their plan objectives. Based upon
this analysis, four smaller sites within the project area were selected for a more detailed
illustration of plan concepts. Finally, the team evaluated the effectiveness of the plan

by the degree to which specific design concepts would meet single or multiple project
objectives.

MAJOR FINDINGS AND THEIR IMPLICATIONS
Introduction

As long as people have lived on the coast of what is now Ventura County, they have had
a relationship with the Ventura River. However, each successive era of human coexistence
with the river, from Chumash to Spanish settlers, to oil developers and industrial workers,
to present-day suburban residential developments in the floodplain, has increased
demands upon the resources of the lower river, while decreasing the ability of people to
experience the river — to walk along the riverside, dangle their feet in the water, fish, or
observe wildlife.

Although the mouth of the Ventura River lies just a short walk from downtown Ventura,
some residents and visitors are scarcely aware that the river exists. Mid-twentieth century
flood control projects and urban development resulted in a two-mile long levee and a
parallel four-lane highway forming a physical and visual barrier between the river and the
city. “No Trespassing” signs discourage public approaches to the river, while the nature
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of the river itself — narrow, braided, shifting channels partially hidden by dense vegetation
(both native and invasive) within a broader alluvial floodplain - deters recreational visitors
while attracting homeless encampments. These physical and visual barriers, as well as

the dramatic floods that periodically scour the river and floodplain, have resulted in a
complex and often times estranged relationship between people and the Ventura River.

The lack of public awareness and appreciation for the river further threatens the health

of this vulnerable resource and limits prospects for future stewardship. Today, the task of
fostering new connections between people and the river while balancing public access with
protection and enhancement of sensitive ecosystems has become a priority and provides the
context for this Vision Plan.

Existing federal, state, and local policies that include limits on urban growth, the
preservation of agricultural and open space resources, and the preservation and
enhancement of water as a resource, provide the policy framework for the proposed
parkway. Both the County of Ventura and the City of Ventura have established a goal of
preserving and protecting significant natural resources from incompatible land uses and
development in their General Plans. However, existing legislation does not adequately
protect the river resource, neither from hydrological impacts that result from the removal
of flow from the river and from its groundwater supplies, nor from social and ecological
impacts resulting from fragmented development along the river.

Inventory and analysis: the landscape, its hydrological,
ecological, and cultural resources

The Ventura River is one of the last remaining wild coastal rivers in Southern California.
From headwaters high in the Santa Ynez Mountains, the river flows approximately 32 miles
through national forest, farms, rural communities, and industrial and urban developments
before meeting the Pacific Ocean in the City of Ventura, California. This project focuses on
the lower watershed, where the land transitions from rural to agricultural and industrial,
then to urban and residential as the river approaches the sea. The project site is notable for
its close juxtaposition of both natural and manmade infrastructure, with undeveloped areas,
heavy industrial facilities, farms and residential tracts existing adjacent to each other.

Human activities have impaired the hydrological function of the Ventura River. Both
urban developments and flood control measures — including the Army Corps levee in
Ventura — have encroached upon the floodplain of the lower river, reducing the space and
resources available for natural river channel formation, habitat, groundwater recharge and
the conveyance of flood waters. Some structures in the floodplain are at risk for severe
damage from foreseeable floods. The impervious concrete surfaces of urban developments

exacerbate this risk by increasing surface runoff, allowing storm waters to accumulate more
quickly during major storm events. Dams have disturbed the sediment balance in the river,
contributing to the erosion of the river-bed, river banks and coastal beaches, while also
acting as barriers to wildlife movement in the river. Groundwater pumping and the diversion
of surface water for agricultural and domestic consumption have reduced instream flow in

a river that even under natural circumstances would tend to run dry on a seasonal basis.

In addition, the introduction of urban stormwater runoff and agricultural by-products can
bring about a deterioration in the quality of surface and groundwater and the release of
untreated contaminants into the marine environment.

The area of the proposed parkway includes at least eight habitat ecosystems: estuary,
dune, riparian, scrub, chaparral, marine, river, and wetlands. The river provides important
ecosystem services that directly benefit humans and wildlife. Biodiversity is one crucial
ecosystem service, impacting both the stability and magnitude of ecosystem processes.

The Ventura River Watershed encompasses large areas of intact, quality habitat which
supports some of the highest biodiversity of plant and animal species in the Southern
California region. However, current agricultural, industrial and urban development practices
can threaten biodiversity in the proposed parkway area by reducing the space available

for quality habitat, introducing pollutants and invasive species, and fragmenting the
wildlife corridors that connect habitat patches. These connecting corridors allow for animal
movement and gene flow — the exchange of genetic material between animal populations
that encourages biodiversity and survival. This Vision Plan advocates a comprehensive
approach to ecosystem-based management, one that is based on the recognition that
habitat connectivity is a critical component of ecological processes.

Headwaters and tributaries play a crucial role in river health. Anything that impacts these
water bodies affects both hydrological function and ecosystems because the river receives
much of its water, nutrients, and sediment from these sources and because tributaries
connect the river, the entire floodplain, and the surrounding hillsides. This essential network
promotes wildlife movement and the dispersal of genetic material throughout the region.

The Ventura River’s value as a cultural resource is based upon a foundation of continuous
human contact with the river stretching back thousands of years. The history of that
relationship is revealed in historical sites, landmarks, museums, and libraries, in or near the
proposed parkway zone. The cultural experience of visitors is also enriched by religious
facilities, schools, parks, shopping, restaurants and open space nearby. The parkway
planning area has rich sensory resources, including spectacular viewsheds, microclimates,
sounds and smells that vary markedly from the rural surroundings of Foster Park to the



vibrant activity of the Estuary, Surfers’ Point and Historical Downtown.

At the same time, neighborhoods near the river have been affected by industrial
development that has resulted in brownfields and industrial pollutants. The same
neighborhoods currently lack adequate recreational open space, exacerbated by the fact
that physical and visual access to the Lower Ventura River is generally impeded by the
Army Corps levee, Highway 33 and ‘No Trespassing’ signs.

At community meetings conducted by the project team, older residents expressed a

deep sense of connection and fond memories of fishing, swimming, and strolling along
the Ventura River, while young families expressed a desire to see such recreational
opportunities restored for the benefit of themselves and their children. Stakeholders
revealed concerns about ecological values, river access, and river contamination. They also
revealed negative perceptions regarding personal safety along some stretches of the river
due to the existence of both homeless encampments and dense swaths of invasive plant
species which inhibit the ability to clearly see and appraise one’s surroundings.

Issues
The design team identified the following issues of concern:
® floodplain development has diminished the space available for natural river function

hydrological infrastructure has impaired river function
® water consumption diminishes instream flow

® structures and activities adjacent to the Lower Ventura River are at risk of flood
damage

o surface water and groundwater quality is impaired

e diminishment and degradation of ecosystems within the project area has resulted in
the reduction of the quantity and quality of ecosystem services

® unsustainable practices negatively impact biodiversity

® habitat areas lack connection with each other

® invasive plant species limit native species

e insufficient opportunities for access and recreation along the Lower Ventura River
® many existing land uses degrade the river and reduce its value for visitors

e awareness of the river and its functions is lacking

® increased public stewardship of the river is needed

Objectives
Consideration of the issues listed above led to the identification of the following
objectives:

® preserve and expand space for natural river function

® mitigate the impact of hydrological structures on river function
e ensure adequate instream flow

® protect parkway structures and activities from flood damage

® improve the quality of surface water and groundwater

® restore and enhance ecosystems

® enhance biodiversity by reducing harmful impacts

® increase habitat connectivity

® manage invasive species

® improve access to and recreation at the river

® minimize incompatible land uses near the river

® increase cultural awareness of the river through formal and informal education
opportunities

® encourage stewardship of the river

PARKWAY VISION PLAN: BROAD STRATEGIES

This Vision Plan proposes many solutions for the achievement of the goals and objectives
identified for the river parkway. Some of these solutions consist of general policies and

practices for improved land use and stewardship in and around the proposed parkway area

(e.g. low impact development methods or ideas for involving the public in creating the
parkway), while others are actual designs (e.g. the proposed locations and configuration
of trails, mixed-use developments or visitor facilities). Following is a summary of planning
and design strategies that the planning team recommends for consideration throughout
the proposed parkway area. The success of some recommendations for the parkway will
depend on the implementation of improved policies and practices beyond the limits

of the proposed parkway area, throughout the entire Ventura River Watershed. Where
appropriate, these larger-scale recommendations are also discussed in this Vision Plan.

Hydrology: observing the importance of water

Many features of this plan aim to ensure a supply of abundant, clean water for the

ecosystems of the river, for Ventura residents, and for the marine environment including:
e protecting the river floodway from development, and expanding the floodway in

<
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some areas in order to reduce the risk of flood damage and improve river ecosystems

ensuring adequate instream water through urban and agricultural water conservation,
enhancing groundwater recharge, groundwater management, and conjunctive use at
the scale of the entire watershed

minimizing flood risk by designing parkway structures and visitor activities compatible
with the occasional movement of flood waters

mitigating the impacts of the Ventura Levee, the wastewater treatment plant, and other
hydrological infrastructure on river function

envisioning river-friendly neighborhoods that minimize stormwater runoff and enhance
groundwater recharge through preserving vegetated open space and using permeable
surfaces in built areas

encouraging river-friendly farming practices including improved monitoring of soil
moisture and fertilizer, organic farming, and the biological treatment of contaminants
in runoff at the farm

treating both agricultural and urban runoff first of all at its source, and secondarily
near the river’s edge, before contaminants are introduced into the river and then the
ocean

Ecosystems: following natural form

Key objectives for the ecosystems element of this Vison Plan are to restore and enhance
ecosystems, enhance biodiversity, increase the size, frequency and connectivity of

high or moderate quality habitat patches and corridors, and manage invasive species.
Recommendations for achieving these objectives include:

e letting the alignment of the river and its tributaries guide the design of the proposed
parkway; the main stem and its tributaries would form habitat corridors which
transition into agricultural patches, and eventually into residential or mixed use
developments; tributaries would also connect the ecosystems along the river with the
hillsides above

restoring the ecosystem services provided by tributaries by widening, dechannelizing or
daylighting the river where appropriate

preserving and restoring open space in the floodplain, to include a combination of
undeveloped areas, passive and active recreational parks, mixed-uses, and a vegetated
greenbelt along the eastern edge of Highway 33

enhancing the habitat quality of farms through the use of vegetated swales and buffer
zones of native vegetation around their edges

expanding estuary, coastal wetland and coastal dune areas, which are all threatened

habitat types in the parkway area and their valuable ecosystem services are constrained

¢ using California native plants in and around visitor facilities and developed areas
along with the continuation and expansion of native plant restoration activities in
undeveloped areas; incorporating the collection and propagation of local, native seeds
and plants as part of these efforts would also strenghten local ecoystems and increase
survival rates

® maintaining the undeveloped characteristic of the western bank of the Lower Ventura
River by limiting visitor activities primarily to hiking and low-impact activities

® promoting the preservation of open space in the adjacent hillsides to the east and west
of the parkway, in accordance with the efforts of the Ventura Hillsides Conservancy

Culture: reinforcing stewardship

Given the adjacency of the Lower Ventura River to a densely populated urban area,
increased public appreciation and stewardship for the river are prerequisites for the long-
term sustainability of the river and its associated ecosystems. Opportunities for intimate
contact with the river corridor in a safe context can increase understanding of the natural
processes of this unique landscape, foster stewardship and volunteer opportunities, and
build a charismatic connection between humans and land. Features that will address these
objectives include:

® creating an appropriate circulation pattern

e providing interpretive and educational features to focus visitors’ attention on natural
processes, current and future efforts to restore the environment, and the historical
richness of the area

® employing the north and south entry points to the parkway as gateways — places that
announce the parkway to travelers on Highways 101 and 33 — and demarcating them

with appropriate signage and interpretive strategies
® using appropriate wayfinding features such as path alignments, signs and trail markers

e siting visitor facilities and trails to take advantage of attractive viewsheds

Increased access must be balanced with the protection of sensitive ecosystems in a manner
that respects the carrying capacity of the land. Recommendations for achieving this balance
include:

® designating the west side of the lower river valley as primarily undeveloped in character,
with limited visitor facilities that reinforce that designation

e creating walking trails with characteristics that are appropriate for the degree of
sensitivity of the landscape that they cross. Trails would be aligned in a manner that



avoids overcrowding of especially sensitive areas, and trails that approach especially
sensitive areas such as the riverbed would be few in number, with a higher degree of
difficulty and a softer footprint.

e [imiting of vehicle access and parking facilities in sensitive areas

® using signage and interpretive materials that emphasize the sensitivity of river
ecosystems and encourage appropriate behavior

This Plan recommends five strategies for reinforcing stewardship for the Ventura River
and its environs:
® bringing people closer to the river through improved access and circulation

* finding opportunities for people to participate in the construction and maintenance
of the parkway; for example, local seed collection and propagation would provide
a safe, supervised context for the presence of volunteers in and around the river
floodway and would result in a supply of native plant material for parkway
restoration - plants that are best adapted to climate conditions and the needs of
local ecosystems

® educating people about the natural and cultural features of the river and its environs

® involving people in a continuing relationship with the environment through
volunteer activities that focus on monitoring environmental conditions, or through
environmentally-sound community farming activities near the river that preserve
floodplain compatible open space while involving volunteers in an exploration of
river-friendly agricultural practices

e at the governmental level, fostering stewardship means minimizing land uses such
as heavy industry that are incompatible with river and ecosystem restoration, valuing
open space in the floodplain, preserving agriculture, siting residential developments
carefully and employing low impact development practices in their construction, and
mitigating the sometimes harmful impacts of homeless individuals in or near the river
floodway.

Circulation
Circulation patterns that bring people closer to the river and its associated habitat
without unduly disturbing sensitive ecosystems and nearby landowners will help achieve
all of the objectives identified for the Lower Ventura River Parkway. The planning team
recommends a hierarchy of roads, trails and bridges with levels of infrastructure that are
appropriate for their context:

® opening the west bank of the river and adjacent hillsides to recreational use through

a variety of pedestrian trails that emphasize a experience in an undeveloped natural

environment

creating opportunities on both banks of the river for walkers, and in some cases
cyclists, to view the river more closely

combining trails with both existing and proposed bridges to create loops that would
provide flexibility in both distance and the quality of experience for parkway visitors

developing multi-use trails, including the existing Ventura River Trail, would
accommodate cyclists and many types of walkers, and would be sited primarily along
the east bank of the river

creating nature trails on the west side of the river with permanent alignments,
appropriate signage, and occasional interpretive displays for educational purposes

creating one or two short ephemeral trails — marked trails with temporary alignments,
periodically changed by parkway staff in order to minimize the impact of hikers. The
purpose of an ephemeral trail would be to allow a limited number of visitors to enter
the river floodway and observe riverine ecosystems and flowing river channels that
are usually obscured by dense vegetation, in a safe and sensitive manner. Such trails
would be strictly limited in number and approximately 200 yards or less in length.

preserving existing vehicular and pedestrian bridges at Main Street, Shell Road and
Casitas Vista, while exploring a means of improving the value of those bridges to
pedestrians.

constructing new pedestrian bridges across the river floodway would help to form
loops for a flexible walking experience along both banks of the river. Elevated
pedestrian crossings would also complement ephemeral trails or serve as an
alternative for those trails in some areas in that they would provide a relatively
low-impact opportunity for close observation of flowing river channels and sensitive
riverine ecosystems that are usually obscured by the broad floodway with its dense
riverside vegetation.

elevated pedestrian crossings across Highway 33 would provide pedestrian access

from Westside Ventura to the river.

trails that approach or enter the river floodway or adjacent riparian areas would
exclude equestrian activity in accordance with ongoing efforts to control cowbird
nest-parisitism that threatens native bird species.

<.
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SITE DESIGNS

The design team analyzed the entire parkway planning site by mapping the location
of opportunities and constraints that exist for the achievement of plan objectives.
Identifying clusters or concentrations of these opportunities and constraints within the
proposed parkway area resulted in the selection of four smaller sites for site-specific
designs and recommendations that implement the broad strategies described above.

Foster Park

Located at the northern tip of the proposed parkway, this century-old park provides an

opportunity to create a visible gateway to the river and the proposed parkway while

enhancing existing riverside day-use facilities and attracting more visitors. The team

recommends:

® improving an existing informal swimming hole at this site that dates back to the

early twentieth century, with complementary recreational facilities that would make
the pool an important attraction for parkway visitors. Although Foster Park would
be an ideal location for the pool from the standpoint of visitor access and historical
meaning, the pool would need to be sited in a manner that does not negatively
impact wildlife, a pending bank restoration project, or the quality of drinking
water which the city extracts at Foster Park. In the event that implementation is
not consistent with these constraints, locating the swimming hole at another site
downstream from Foster Park, or the construction of an off-stream pool adjacent to
the riverside at Foster Park should be considered.

improving the connection between the day-use area and the existing Ventura River
Trail for cyclists and pedestrians

making the parkway visible at this northern gateway with signage on Highway 33
and an informational kiosk in the day-use area to orient visitors to the lower river
and its recreational features

increasing activity generators, visibility, and entry and exit points in order to attract
more visitors and improve the perception of safety

Canada Confluence

Approximately one mile downstream from Foster Park, the confluence of the Cafada
Larga with the Ventura River features rich riparian habitat and a relatively easy approach
to the riverside. The existing campus of the Brooks Institute and a remnant of the 18th
century Spanish mission aqueduct add architectural and cultural interest, and the growth
of suburban housing developments nearby makes this site significant as a potential
proving ground for river-friendly, low impact urban development. However, the area also

presents a combination of hydrological impairments, dilapidated or abandoned industrial
facilities, and “No Trespassing” signs that make it uninviting, and the brownfield area
in the southern portion of the site contains chemical pollutants and asbestos that may
render portions of it unsafe for public use in the near term. Proposals for this site include:
® relocating some existing structures outside of the 100-year floodplain in order to
relieve the constriction of the river floodway and reduce the risk of flood damage

augmenting the existing wastewater treatment plant with biological treatment ponds
and forming a public arboretum around the ponds

increasing flood protection using environmentally sensitive vegetated bioengineering
techniques along the lowest reach of the Cafiada Larga in order to reduce the risk

to the historical Spanish aqueduct remnant that lies within its floodplain, while
enhancing that historical landmark with improved facilities for public viewing and
providing improved flood protection for the Brooks campus and other structures in
the area

widening and daylighting portions of the lower Cafiada Larga in order to enhance
the wildlife corridor and other ecosystems services provided by the tributary

developing a public park near the confluence of the Cafiada Larga with the Ventura
River. The park could include a promenade along the lowest reach of the Cafiada,

an improved access stairway and observation platform where the Cafiada meets the
river, a community farm, and a night market — a program in which local vendors set
up kiosks at dusk, providing the community with a unique opportunity to get outside
and socialize after dark. These features would provide improved public access to both
waterways and recreational open space, particularly for residents who live nearby in
the North Avenue area.

creating a remediation plan for the old refinery site (a brownfield) that would
maximize public education and support for phytoremediation and other regenerative
technologies, while preserving the visual forms of some refinery structures as an
homage to the industrial heritage of the lower river

Cottonwood Junction
Located along the western bank of the river upstream from the estuary, this relatively
undeveloped site would be the focal point for themes of agricultural and undeveloped
nature experiences that would define the west side of the proposed parkway corridor. In
this area, the team recommends:
e the preservation and restoration of wildlife habitat, including the expansion of native
plant restoration activities currently underway



e preservation of existing agriculture and a trail to give members of the public a safe,
non-intrusive opportunity to view farming areas

® a network of new nature trails that would connect the Ventura River Estuary with
Foster Park along the western bank of the river

e Cottonwood Junction, an informal rest stop and gathering space located at the
junction of several nature trails

e educational experiences that emphasize observation of nature and respectful
interactions between humans and natural communities. These could include signage
and other interpretative materials and, when feasible, walks or talks with volunteer
docents.

Downtown Delta
The broadest portion of the Ventura River Valley is an area with considerable urbanization
and relatively flat terrain that is quartered by Highway 101 and Highway 33. 1t
encompasses existing portions of the Westside community, the downtown historical
corridor, the Ventura River Estuary, the western beach area, and the Ventura County
Fairgrounds. Objectives for this area of the proposed parkway include improved access to
open space for Westside residents, a strong pedestrian connection between the vibrant
downtown historical corridor and the river, economic revitalization, and the enhancement
of estuary, wetland, and dune ecosystems. Proposals for the attainment of these
objectives include:
® an elevated freeway crossing providing pedestrian access from the Westpark
Community Center to a public trail atop the Army Corps of Engineers levee, along
with the addition of plant material to the levee; in this manner, a visual and physical
barrier to river access could instead become an opportunity for viewing the river

e strengthening the pedestrian connection between Ventura’s historical downtown area
and the river mouth by creating a mixed-use development and improved streetscape
between Ventura Avenue and the Main Street Bridge. These features would spur
economic growth while also attracting the attention of visitors west toward the river
and its undeveloped features

e returning part of the oceanfront fairgrounds site to its historical wetland/estuary
character - a feature that would form an exciting, active new edge for Ventura’s
downtown while also expanding natural water treatment and quality habitat; this
would include the removal of an approximately 500 feet portion at the southern end
of the levee, and the realignment of part of the Omer Rains Trail

® investigating the feasibility of an elevated pedestrian crossing over the estuary as

an alternative to crossing via the existing railroad trestle. Use of the trestle by many
members of the public is both illegal and dangerous

® implementation of the Surfers’ Point Managed Shoreline Retreat project in order to
restore dune habitat and prevent shoreline erosion

® employing low impact development techniques in a redesign of the fairground
parking lot to both reduce and treat polluted surface runoff, reduce thermal
pollution from asphalt surfaces, and improve the aesthetic experience of the area

e improvements to the Emma Woods Group Camp and restoration of a fresh/brackish
water seasonal lagoon habitat at the second mouth of the river, consistent with the
Wetlands Research Associates 1994 plan

® replacement of the high-flood-risk RV Resort with restored wetlands and a Ventura
River Interpretive Center to welcome visitors to the southern gateway to the proposed
parkway

CONCLUSION

This Vision Plan includes features that would simultaneously enhance the hydrological
function of the river, the health of ecosystems throughout the proposed parkway
(including the marine environment offshore), economic development, and a vital
community connection to the river. Each element of the proposed designs reinforces the
others.

The inventory of resources in the proposed parkway project area revealed that many
existing features of floodplain and urban development have negative impacts on the
river and its associated ecosystems or hinder human enjoyment and appreciation of the
river. However, some of these infrastructure features also perform functions such as flood
protection or wastewater treatment that the community values. This Vision Plan seeks
solutions that find synergies between natural processes and human infrastructure, so
that structures and activities designed to meet human needs will simultaneously preserve
and restore ecosystems. Additionally, this plan explores many opportunities for increasing
human contact with the river in a manner that respects sensitive ecosystems and builds
stewardship, and - where appropriate - to employ improved connections between the city
and the river as a keystone for economic development.

A successful river parkway project on the Lower Ventura River can serve as the backbone
of environmental infrastructure for the lower watershed for the next century, inspiring the
community to value river restoration, protection of ecosystems, access, stewardship, and
economic development.

=
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FIGURE ii The Lower Ventura River, looking south from its confluence with the Canada Larga.



CONTENTS

PART 1:
INTRODUCTION

| ELEMENTS

05  Overview

07  Planning and Policy
Context

13 History

PART 2:
INVENTORY
AND ANALYSIS
Il FOUNDATIONS
23 Geomorphology
26 Soils

27  Natural Hazards
29  Climate

1] HYDROLOGY

33 Hydrology Overview

34 \Ventura River Watershed
Hydrology

39  Ventura River Form and
Function

44 Development and Change

51 Water Quality

IV ECOSYSTEMS

59  Ecosystem Services

64  Ecosystem-based
Management

65  Ecosystems Within the
Parkway

72 Invasive Plant Species

73 Design Species

Vv CULTURAL ELEMENTS

83  Overview

84  Land Use and Circulation
88  Sensory Resources

96  Community Resources

100  Demographics: Stakeholders
108 Local Knowledge

114 Loss of Open Space/Access
121 Contamination

125 Dumping, Fires, Safety

126 Homelessness and Housing
130 Conclusion

PART 3:
DESIGN
FORMULATION

VI FORMULATION

133 Overview

135 Principles

137 Precedents

140 Issues and Objectives

141 Opportunities and
Constraints

PART 4:
VISION PLAN

Vil

152
154
162
170

Vil
179
180

191
193

200
203

204
210
214

X
229
232

Xl

237
240
244
252
261

PARKWAY PLAN
Overview

Hydrology Element
Ecosystems Element
Cultural Element

CIRCULATION
Existing Conditions
Design Concepts

FOSTER PARK
Existing Conditions
Design Concepts

CANADA CONFLUENCE
Existing Conditions
Overview of Design
Concepts

Ventura Valley Arboretum
Mission Aqueduct
Confluence Park

COTTONWOOD JUNCTION
Existing Conditions
Design Concepts

DOWNTOWN
Overview

Westpark Access Point
Ortega Zocalo

Ventura County Fairgrounds

Ventura River Parkway
Interpretive Center

PART 5:
ADDITIONAL
CONSIDERATIONS

Xl EVALUATION

AND CONCLUSION
269 Evaluation
275 Conclusion

APPENDICES

278  Appendix A: Instream
Water Rights, the Public
Trust Doctrine, and Stream
Restoration Efforts in
California By Michael Kelley

284 Appendix B: When the
River Meets the Sea: River
Plumes, the Marine
Environment, and Low
Impact Development
By doreen Morrissey

289  Appendix C: Coastal
Conservancy Staff
Recommendation. Lower
Ventura River Planning

Project

294 References



LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS

ELEMENTS

5 1.1 Traveling along the Main Street Bridge.

6 1.2 The location context of the Ventura River Watershed and the Lower Ventura
River.

7 1.3 Ventura County Guidelines for Orderly Development and SOAR Areas.

8 1.4 Parkway area: SOAR areas and planning jurisdictions.

13 1.5 Juncus basket, circa 1900.

14 1.6 South view of the town, with the church and mission-buildings of San
Buenaventura.

15 1.7 Photo: Picnic in Seaside Park, 1928.

16 1.8 Avenue Oil Field, 1935.

17 1.9 Ventura River steelhead, 1946.

FOUNDATIONS

22 2.1 Photo: Upper Ventura River Watershed.

23 2.2 \Ventura River Watershed tectonic features.

24 2.3 Schematic diagrams suggesting geomorphic processes.

25 2.4 Elevation in the Ventura River Watershed.

25 2.5 Three sections through the Lower Ventura River Valley.

26 2.6  Soil permeability in the Ventura River Watershed.

26 2.7 Soil series in the Ventura River Watershed.

27 2.8  Major faults of the Ventura River Watershed.

27 2.9  Seismic hazard zones within the Watershed.

28 2.10  Wildfire risk in the Ventura River Watershed.

29 2.11  Evapotranspiration and prevailing wind direction in the Ventura River
Watershed.

29 2.12 Mean annual precipitation in the Ventura River.

30 213 Average Monthly Temperature, 1948-2003.

30  2.14 Monthly precipitation, San Buenaventura, 1934-2007.

HYDROLOGY

33 3.7 Photo: A channel of the Lower Ventura River north of the Main Street Bridge.

33 3.2 Photo: Looking upstream from the top of the proposed parkway corridor.

35 3.3 Diagram: Exchanges of water between the surface, atmosphere, and ocean in
the Ventura River Watershed.

36 3.4 Surface water in the Ventura River Watershed.

37 3.5  Diagram: Some characteristics of the river and its headwaters.

38 3.6 Groundwater basins in the Ventura River Watershed.

39 3.7 Diagram: generalized river cross-section.

40 3.8  Sediment composition of the river's flow.

40 3.9  Deposition, erosion, and stream channel movement across the floodplain.

41 3.10  Rock movement in the upper watershed.

41 3.77  What would 468 acre feet of sediment look like?

41 3.12 1855 map of approximately the lowest mile of the Ventura River.

42 3.13  Flood Hydrograph at Foster Park, December 2004 - January 2005.

43 3.14  Largest peak flow event for each year from 1933 through 2006.

43 3.15  Flood scouring.

44 3.16  Major structures altering the function of the Ventura River.

45 3.17  City of San Buenaventura, projected sources of water, fiscal years 2005-2020
and average water consumption by user group, fiscal years 2000-2005.

46 3.18  The 1938 flood.

47 3.19  Arrested Development.

48 3.20 Matilija Dam.

48 3.21  The Los Robles Diversion Dam.

49 3.22  The surface of the Lower Ventura River during a dry month.

49 3.23 The relationship between groundwater and instream flow.

50 3.24  Diagram: relationship between groundwater and instream flow.

51 3.25 Bodies of water listed as impaired under Section 303(d) in the Ventura River
Watershed.

52 3.26 Nitrate levels on the Lower Ventura River.

53 3.27 Water temperatures on the Lower Ventura River.

54 3.28 Average wastewater treatment plant effluent and average instream flow.

54 329 Nitrate levels above and below treatment plant.

ECOSYSTEMS

58 4.1 The Ventura River Estuary.

60 4.2 Biodiversity hotspots throughout the world.

61 4.3 The California Floristic Province.

62 4.4 Managed Lands and the Ecological Matrix.

63 4.5 Existing vegetation in the Ventura River Watershed.

63 46  Urban/Wildlands Interface.

64 4.7 Approximate locations of ecosystems within the Lower Ventura River project
area.

65 4.8  Approximate location of remnant chaparral stands.

65 4.9  Coastal scrub throughout the project area.

66 4.10  The main channel of the Ventura River.

67 4.17  Riparian resources along the Ventura River.

68 4.12  Associated wetlands of the Ventura River.



69 4.13  The Ventura River Estuary and Second Mouth Estuary.

70 4.14  Dune habitat along the coast.

7 4.15  The marine ecosystem.

72 4.16  Arundo donax near the Ventura River.

72 4.17  Arundo donax at Foster Park during the winter.

72 4.18  Arundo donax at Foster Park during the spring.

74 4.19  Steelhead trout.

74 420 Steelhead trout distribution.

75 4.21  California red-legged frog.

76 4.22  Southwestern willow flycatcher.

76 4.23  California least tern.

77 4.24  Ventura marsh milk vetch.

78 4.25 Bobcat.

78 4.26  Cooper's Hawk.

79 4.27  Giant kelp.

79 4.28 Kelp forests along the Ventura and Santa Barbara Coast.

CULTURAL ELEMENTS

83 5.1 Mission Plaza Fountain.

84 52  Regional Land Use and Circulation.

85 53 Watershed Land Use and Circulation.

85 54 Agricultural lands and undifferentiated wildlands in the project area.

86 55  Project Area Land Use.

87 56  Project Area Circulation.

87 5.7  Southernmost entrance to the Ventura River Trail.

88 5.8  Matilija Creek in the upper watershed.

89 59  Northern, central, and southern experiential zones, with sample viewsheds
A-l.

90 5.10  Northern experiential zone and sample locations A-L.

92 511 Central experiential zone and sample locations A-L.

94 512 Southern experiential zone and sample locations A-L.

96 513 Community Resources in the Parkway Project Area.

97 5.14  Historical resources with particular significance to the proposed parkway.

97 5.15  Water filtration building, part of the Mission Compound.

98 5.16  Arts related projects located near river and proposed parkway.

100 577 City Scale. City and county boundaries.

100 578 Planning Community boundaries.

101 579 Population Density per Square Mile. Regional scale.

102 520 Percentage of population by race and ethnicity.

102 521 Age distribution for the Westside Community and the City of Ventura.

103 522 Level of attained education for the City of Ventura.

103
105
105
106
107
108

109
110
m

112
12
12
113
13
13
115
116
17
17
17
118

119
120
120
121
122
123

124
125
125
126
127
127
127
127
128

523
524
525
526
5.27
5.28

529
5.30
531
532
533
534
535
536
5.37
538
539
5.40
541
542
543

544
545
5.46
547
548
549

5.50
5.51
552
553
5.54
5.55
5.56
5.57
5.58

Median household income.

Stakeholder groups working on economically related issues.

A government maintenance yard in the project area.

Businesses and government agencies represented in the project area.
Stakeholder organizations representing environmental and social needs.
Photographs from one of the community meetings for Lower Ventura River
Parkway Vision Plan.

Community members' Likes.

Community members' Dislikes.

Topics cited by community meeting attendees, and survey takers.

Wheeler Springs swimming hole, 1936.

Ventura River Steelhead Catch, 1946.

The Omer Rains Trail along the Ventura River Estuary.

Litter and abandoned personal possessions near the Ventura River.

Site perceived to be abandoned and contaminated.

Culverted and vandalized section of the Cafiada Larga.

City and county SOAR-HPV boundaries.

Distribution of open space resources.

Children ages five to seventeen by census tract.

Hispanic percentage of population by census tract.

Median household income by census tract.

Combined percentages of children and Hispanic residents, and average
income, by census tract.

Pedestrian access to open space.

The shortest available routes for visual or physical access to the Ventura River.
One of many posted "No Trespassing” signs along the Ventura River.

Toxic substance contamination which may affect the project area.

Area industries, associated operations, and types of potential contaminates.
Asbestos warning posted near vandalized storage tank on the Old Refinery
property.

Potential contaminates in the Parkway Project area.

Burnt vegetation and denuded patches in the river bottom near Main Street.
Annual average reported crimes.

A sample of the individual circumstances of the homeless in Ventura County.
Jurisdictions where homeless people slept in Ventura County.

Encampment in a stand of Arundo donax.

"Home Sweet Home" in an above ground storage tank.

Abandoned items in the Ventura River.

Social service providers providing aid to impoverished and homeless persons.

LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS E



FORMULATION

132 6.7 The Lower Ventura River looking south from Foster Park.

133 6.2  The overall goal for this Vision Plan may be found at the intersection of three
concerns.

134 6.3  The design formulation process.

137 6.4  The channelized Guadalupe River immediately upstream from its entry into a
flood diversion structure.

137 65  Flood waters flow over a concrete barrier into a subterranean culvert.

138 6.6  Nine Mile Run.

139 6.7  The Lower Santa Clara River.

139 6.8  The Santa Clara River Watershed.

140 6.9  Issues and objectives.

142 6.10 Opportunities and Constraints — Hydrology.

144 6.11  Opportunities and Constraints — Ecosystems.

146 6.72 Opportunities and Constraints — Culture.

148  6.13 Opportunities and Constraints — site selection.

PARKWAY PLAN

153 7.1  Parkway Vision Plan summary.

155 7.2 Parkway Vision Plan, hydrology element.

157 7.3 Ariver-friendly retrofit on Prospect Street.

159 7.4  Bioremediation swales to treat urban runoff entering the river through the
levee wall.

159 7.5  Llongitudinal and cross-sections through a typical vegetated swale.

161 7.6 Ariver-friendly parkway farm.

161 7.7 Subsurface-flow constructed wetland.

163 7.8  Parkway Vision Plan, ecosystems element.

164 7.9  Proposed parkway area — management status and presumed habitat value of
land.

165 7.710 Cafada de San Joaquin, existing condition adjacent to Ventura Avenue.

165  7.11  Cafada de San Joaquin, existing and proposed.

166 7.12 The Ventura River Watershed and regional connectivity.

169  7.13 Steelhead trout: threats and recommendations.

171 7.14  Looking north from the Main Street Bridge.

172 7.15 VERP framework applied to several desired parkway conditions.

173 7.16  Ventura Stream Team (Santa Barbara Channelkeeper).

CIRCULATION

178 8.1  Photos of existing conditions for circulation.
180 82  Circulation plan.

182 83  Multi-use trails: typical lane configuration.

183 84  Nature trails.

184 85  Anephemeral trail.

185 86  The bridge at Shell Road.
186 8.7  Rope and wood bridge.
187 88  Elevated freeway crossing.

FOSTER PARK

190 9.7  Foster Park, day-use area.

191 9.2 Foster Park, location.

192 9.3  Foster Park, existing conditions.

192 9.4  Foster Park day-use area, existing conditions.

192 9.5  Foster Park, trail among native oak trees.

192 96  Entrance tribute to E.P. and Orpha Foster.

192 9.7  Ventura River at Foster Park day-use area.

193 9.8  Proposed design for riverside day-use area, showing new features.
194 9.9  Proposed swimming hole, north-facing perspective.
195  9.70 A modular informational kiosk area.

CANADA CONFLUENCE

199  710.7 Bird's-eye view and photographs of Cafiada Confluence site.

200 70.2 Location of Canada Confluence design site.

201  70.3 Plan view: existing conditions at Cafiada Confluence site.

202 104 Cafada Confluence, proposed plan.

204 10.5 Location of proposed Ventura Valley Arboretum.

204 10.6 Photo: Lot adjacent to Ventura water purification plant.

205 10.7 Arboretum site existing conditions, plan view and section A-A’

207 10.8 Ventura Valley Arboretum, proposed plan.

207 109 \Ventura Valley Arboretum, section A-A'

208 10.10 Ventura Valley Arboretum, west-facing perspective.

209  10.11 lllustration: wetland and aquatic plants.

210  70.12 Diagram: location of the historical aqueduct site.

210 10.13 Photo: historical aqueduct remnant.

211 10.14 Plan view: existing conditions, aqueduct site.

211 10.15 Aqueduct remnant, plan view and section.

212 10.16 Aqueduct site, section A-A": existing conditions in comparison with proposed
concept.

213 10.17 Historical aqueduct site, proposed plan.

214 10.18 Location of the Confluence Park site.

214 10.19 Photo: Caiada Larga box culvert under Highway 33.

214 10.20 Photo: Confluence of the Cafiada Larga and the Ventura River.

215 10.21 Plan view: existing conditions, Confluence Park site.

215 10.22 Photo: Ventura River near its confluence with the Caiada Larga.



216 10.23 Photo: Former USA Petroleum refinery site.

217 10.24 Diagram: MTBE contaminated groundwater.

218  10.25 Confluence Park and refinery remediation area, proposed plan.

219 10.26 Confluence Park, proposed plan.

220  10.27 Section A-A', Caiada Larga daylighted at Highway 33.

221 10.28 Confluence Park proposed concept, section B-B:

222 10.29 Perspective view, stairway and observation platform at the confluence.
224 10.30 Confluence park proposed concept, section C-C.

225  10.31 Perspective view, night market at Confluence Park.

COTTONWOOD JUNCTION

228 11.1  Photo: bluffs above the western bank of the Lower Ventura River.
229 11.2  Proposed location of Cottonwood Junction.

230 11.3  Existing features on the west side of the Ventura River.

230 11.4  Photo: service Road along the western bank of the river.

230 71.5 Photo: no trespassing signs near the Ventura River.

231 11.6  Cottonwood Junction, proposed plan.

232 11.7  Proposed plan, section A-A:

233 11.8 Cottonwood Junction, north facing perspective.

234 11.9 Ephemeral trail detail.

DOWNTOWN DELTA

236 12.1 Bird's-eye view, and photographs of Downtown Delta area.
237 12.2  Location of proposed Downtown Delta site.

238 12.3 Plan view of existing conditions at Downtown Delta site.
239 12.4 Proposed plan, Downtown Delta.

240 125 Location of Westpark Access site.

240 12.6 Photo: Westpark picnic area and tot-lot.

240 127 Photo: Ventura River from the Ventura Levee.

240 12.8 Photo: Westpark from the Ventura Levee.

241 129 Plan view of existing Conditions, Westpark Access.

242 12.10 Elevated freeway crossing.

242 12.11 Perspective multi-use levee trail.

243 12.12 Plan, Westpark Access Point. Orthophotography: CIRGIS.

244 12.13 Proposed location of Ortega Zocalo.

244 12.14 Photo: Homeless encampment in stand of Arundo donax in the Ventura River
north of Main Street Bridge.

244 12.15 Photo: Highway 33 on ramp.

244 12.16 Main entry Mission Plaza also the intersection of Main Street and S. Garden
Street.

245 12.17 Plan view of existing conditions at proposed location of Ortega Zécalo.

246 12.18 Proposed plan, Ortega Zdcalo district.

248
250
251

251

252
252
252
253
254
254
255
256

257

258

258
259
260
261
261
261
262
262
262
263

264
266

12.19
12.20
12.21

12.22

12.23
23.24
12.25
12.26
12.27
12.28
12.29
12.30

12.31

12.32

12.33
12.34
12.35
12.36
12.37
12.38
12.39
12.40
12.41
12.42

12.43
12.44

Section A-A! Ortega Zdcalo, mixed use and inclusionary housing area.
Perspective view of expanded Adobe Park and streetscape.

Detail of rainwater harvesting system with permeable pavers and integrated
water feature .

Photo: green roof on the American Society of Landscape Architects
headquarter building in Washington D.C.

Proposed location of Ortega Zdcalo.

Ventura County Fairgrounds.

Ventura County Fairgrounds entrance sign.

Existing conditions Ventura County Fairgrounds and vicinity.

Development of the Fairground area.

Photographs: Views of the Ventura River Estuary.

Proposed designs at Ventura County Fairgrounds .

Sections demonstrating the current and proposed extent of the Ventura River
Estuary.

The Ventura Levee currently constrains the estuary, limiting the extent of the
benefits the estuary can provide.

Proposed dune restoration as part of the Surfers' Point Managed Shoreline
Retreat (SPMSR) project.

Evidence of erosion along the bike trail as Surfer's Point.

Asphalt parking lot at Ventura County Fairgrounds.

Bird's-eye view of estuary and Fairgrounds.

Proposed location Ventura River Parkway Interpretive Center.

R.V. Resort camp sites located south of the Main Street Bridge.

Emma Wood Group Camp, day use area.

Second mouth and railroad trestle at Emma Wood State Beach.

Emma Wood State Beach with view to Seaside Wilderness Park.

Diagram: flooding and distributary channels at the RV Park.

Existing conditions at the Emma Woods State Beach and adjacent private RV
camping area.

Plan, Ventura River Parkway Interpretive Center.

Bird's-eye view of the existing estuary and wetlands, Emma Wood Group
Camp and the Ventura River Visitors Interpretive Center.

EVALUATION AND CONCLUSION

268
270
274

13.1
13.2
13.3

Photo: Kitesurfer seen from Emma Woods State Beach.
Evaluation matrix.
Photograph Bike trail, Lower Ventura River.

2

LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

A Vision Plan for the Lower Ventura River Parkway could not have been created without
guidance and insight from many people. We have been extremely fortunate to work on a
project that requires the collaboration of so many individuals and which takes place in such an
inspiring landscape. Creating this Vision Plan has given us the opportunity to learn from those
in Ventura who possess local knowledge and from professionals working in across many fields.

For academic guidance and support, we are grateful to California State Polytechnic University,
Pomona faculty members Dr. Susan Mulley, Gerry Taylor, Phil Pregill, and Doug Delgado. We
thank you for your indispensable insights, encouragement, and patience. Additional gratitude is
due to Dr. Mulley for facilitating two community workshops and aiding us in the development
of stakeholder involvement as an inclusive part of the design process. We are also grateful

to all of our Cal Poly Pomona faculty including Budd Sutton, Ken Nakaba, Ken McCown, Joan
Woodward, and Andy Wilcox who provided the educational foundation for this project, and

to Jessica Hall and Jia Ning for introducing us to the fascinating subject of urban rivers and
stream restoration.

For the genesis and the continual championing of the Lower Ventura River Parkway concept,
we are indebted to Elise Holland, formerly of the Trust for Public Land, Barbara Harrison
formerly of the Ventura Hillside Conservancy, and Bob Thiel of the California Coastal
Conservancy. We are also grateful to Marc Landgraf, formerly of the Trust for Public Land
and now with the Peninsula Open Space Trust, for taking the time to introduce the parkway
concept to us and for persevering through the complexities of the funding process.

The people of the Ventura area have aided this project in many ways. We extend our gratitude
jointly to Dr. Al Leydecker and Ben Pitterle of the Ventura Stream Team (a project of Santa
Barbara Channelkeeper) for invaluable assistance in understanding the hydrology of the

Ventura River. Paul Jenkin, Surfrider Foundation, provided a wealth of information regarding
historical and current efforts to restore the Ventura River. David Salter, Ventura County
Environmental Health Department, Leaking Underground Fuel Tank (LUFT) program graciously
provided information regarding the refinery. The research of Gretchen Coffman, PhD. D.,
Wetland Research Ecologist and Instructor, UC Santa Barbara Marine Sciences Institute,

was invaluable to this project, and her patient response to our ecological questions is much
appreciated. We thank Joe Lampara, Ventura County Watershed Protection District, for a
generous and insightful guided tour of the Ventura Levee. Joanne Zivich, coordinator for the
Bell Arts Factory, graciously made that facility available for community workshops.

Roger Adams, City of Ventura Geographic Information Systems (GIS), provided GIS data which
was critical to the success of this project. Similarly, the Channel Islands Geographic Information
System (CIRGIS) has earned our admiration for championing the availability of high quality GIS
data to the public.

We thank Marci Boudreau, Picnic Design, who presented us with an extraordinarily designed
book template and continued to adapt and refine the template as this book evolved, and Sarah

Barnes, who copy edited this material.

Finally, we thank our families and friends for providing support, encouragement and
understanding that have enabled us to reach for our dreams.

This project has been greatly aided by sponsorship and cooperation from The Trust for Public
Land, the Ventura Hillsides Conservancy, and the California Coastal Conservancy. The funding
for this project originated with a resource enhancement grant from the California Coastal
Conservancy.



PART 1: INTRODUCTION



