
This report outlines work completed  
by the Resource Conservation District of Santa Cruz County as part of a

collective effort to protect our natural resources and the health of our community

2020 CZU AUGUST LIGHTNING COMPLEX FIRE

Post--Fire 

WATERSHED RECOVERY



The 2020 CZU Lighting Complex fires 
in Santa Cruz and San Mateo Counties 

burned 86,509 acres and had a major impact 
on communities in the Santa Cruz Moun-
tains and north coast regions including the 
areas of Davenport, Bonny Doon, Boulder 
Creek, Brookdale, and Ben Lomond. These 
rural communities drain directly, via ground 
water and surface water, to drinking water 
sources for the City of Santa Cruz. Areas 
with burned infrastructure may also contrib-
ute harmful runoff to high priority fisheries 
that are home to endangered steelhead and 
Coho salmon. These and other aquatic spe-
cies can be susceptible to contaminates even 
at lower concentration.

A collaborative study to test for and document contaminants created from dense infrastructure subjected to a high 
intensity burn1 was conducted following the Butte County fires in 2018. The results of these tests are significant in 
post-fire environments. Contaminants ranging from heavy metals to chlorinated organics are present in post-fire ash, 
soil, and surface water samples. These materials are all recognized by the EPA as pos-
ing a serious risk to human and environmental health. Additionally, nutrient avail-
ability increases, a natural effect of wildfires, can also pose a risk of eutrophication. 

A CAL FIRE report estimated 1490 structures as completely destroyed and 140 
structures damaged. This count does not include other primary sources of contami-
nation, such as cars, which according to Russian Riverkeepers2, contain BTEX (ben-
zene, toluene, ethylbenzene and xylene), and agricultural operations that may contain 
biocide materials. An initial count based on the County and Resource Conservation 
District (RCD) data showed approximately 418 structures located directly on sensitive 
waterways that required immediate attention, along with zones with dense infrastruc-
ture that pose a risk of long-term soil and water contamination, should debris flows 
occur before structure burn material is removed. It should be noted that many proper-
ties that drain directly to storm drains or seasonal streams also have a direct impact on 
stream, as storm drains flow untreated to sensitive waterways.

As more information was gathered about the impacts, it became apparent that 
there was a need and desire from the community to protect our natural resources 
as part of the recovery and rebuilding process. The RCD jumped in to assist with 
immediate recovery needs related to protecting soil, water quality, wildlife, and 
infrastructure. Because the RCD is mostly grant funded, we reached out to our 
partners to request monetary and in-kind assistance to help us implement and 
execute actions to protect water quality and other natural resources for which the 
response  was unprecedented.

1 Ash Sampling Report from Camp Fire and BMP Deployment Methods-Butte County Public Works
https://ushare.buttecounty.net/message/k3LY6alBzYqZoUR7Z9KC9Q

² 2017 North Bay Fires. Lessons for watershed organizations
http://www.rcdsantacruz.org/images/brochures/pdf/Russian_Riverkeeper_12886_Presentation_-_Tubbs_Fire_Lessons_4841-2600-6441_v.2.pdf



One of our first actions was to coordinate and dissem-
inate information related to the active fire. With most 
of the leadership of the Fire Safe Council of Santa 
Cruz County (FSCSCC) evacuated the RCD was 
able to help manage the flow of information for both 
FSCSCC and RCD web and social media outlets to 
get timely and important information to the com-
munity. We also developed and compiled an online 
library of post-fire recovery resources, and uploaded 
those materials to the FSSCC and RCD websites 
(www.rcdsantacruz.org/post-fire).

In September, as the fires subsided we offered a series 
of online workshops to help property owners assess the 
post-fire condition of their land and better understand 
how to aid in recovery, which often includes doing 
nothing and allowing for the natural processes of re-
generation. Topics included understanding the post-fire 
landscape, assessing and managing hazard trees, under-
standing drainage and erosion and changes to streams 
following wildfire. We also held two in-person events. 
The first was a discussion on post-fire restoration strat-
egies held at Mountain Feed and Farm Supply in Ben 
Lomond and the second was a live demonstration with 
Ecological Concerns, a local restoration company, to 

teach the proper installation of various post-fire erosion control practices. TAM Communications donated their services 
to record and produce a training video that is being made available online to further the reach of the information. In 
concert with these educational opportunities, the RCD, our partner Natural Resource Conservation Service (NRCS) 
and local consultants paid through requested grant funds, completed over 450 one-on-one site visits to fire impacted 
properties to better help the landowners make decisions on post-fire land management related to those above topics. 
Through these visits we also gained important on-the-ground knowledge of the high priority environmental concerns 
related to the fire. 

As we learned more about the extent of the infrastructure that burned 
we knew there was a threat to local water quality once there was sig-
nificant rainfall. Due to the timing of the large-scale cleanup (it would 
extend well into the rainy season) and no clear plan for implement-
ing protection measures to reduce toxic runoff into both surface and 
groundwater supplies, there was a critical need to act. 

The RCD conducted a survey of landowners impacted by the CZU 
fire who all had at least one structure burn. With 175 people respond-
ing, the results indicated that 68% needed professional advice on 
what measures to install, 36% needed financial assistance to afford 
runoff control materials, and 37% sought volunteer assistance 
with installation. Field visits revealed that 10-15% of landonwers 
who received an RCD site visit had installed recommended runoff 
controls on their own. High priority target areas were mapped and 
provided by the City of Santa Cruz Water Department and the Coun-
ty of Santa Cruz with additional high priority properties identified in 

PROTECTING YOUR LAND 
AFTER A WILDFIRE 

POST-FIRE RESTORATION: WHAT WORKS  
& WHAT’S A WASTE OF TIME
SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 12 - 10:00 AM TO 11:00 AM
Rich Casale, Certified Professional in Erosion and Sediment Control  
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field visits by the RCD/NRCS. In addition, the RCD gathered information 
from other Counties, RCDs, agencies and NGO’s who had experience 
with Post-Fire recovery. Using this data the RCD, working closely with the 
County of Santa Cruz, laid out a plan for immediate control of toxic runoff 
that included volunteer days to install runoff controls in neighborhoods, 
assistance from CAL OES, the Department of Water Resources (DWR), 
and the California Conservation Corps to implement runoff controls on the 
highest priority properties and one-on-one site assistance to property owners 
to offer recommendations and no-cost materials for installing runoff con-
trols. This plan resulted in the following actions.

Volunteer Work Days. The RCD collaborated with Walu International, a 
locally run NGO with experience in fire recovery and cleanup, to organize 
multiple neighborhood workdays. The focus was on empowering landown-
ers who expressed interested in a hands-on approach to protecting their 
properties post-fire. Walu recruited volunteers and the RCD to help fire 
survivors install runoff controls such straw bales, wattles, and compost socks 
on their land. Materials were paid for through a grant warded to the RCD 
from the Community Foundation of Santa Cruz County Fire Relief Fund. 

Large Scale Runoff Control Installations. The RCD wrote a proposal with 
the County of Santa Cruz that was submitted to (and ultimately approved 
by) the California Governor’s Office of Emergency Services (CAL OES) to 
implement measures that protect source waters from fire generated pol-
lutants. The RCD collected and compiled data that was used to identify 
the materials needed for runoff controls that were installed around burned 
structures in proximity to streams. Types of materials, depending on specific 
site, were wattles, silt socks, tarps, and weed free straw. The RCD provided 
two weeks of daily planning, logistics and in-field technical assistance to the 
Department of Water Resources, CAL OES, and the California Conserva-
tion Corps (CCC) for the installation of runoff controls at over 250 prop-
erties. This work included scouting locations, contacting landowners, and 
providing landscape scale details about specific areas. 

Runoff Control Materials Giveway. The RCD, in parntership with the 
County, facilited and managed a materials giveaway to dispense 30 pallets of 
straw wattles, compost socks and weed free rice straw bales that were leftover 
from the CCC runoff control installation effort. The materials were made 
available to residents who received runoff control placement recommenda-
tions from RCD, NRCS, and/or a consultant with professional experience 
in runoff control measures. Some of the materials were also provided to 
community groups who were offering assistance with installations.

Our outreach and education efforts and one-on-one site visits are ongo-
ing, most notably after the rains and as residents start to actively rebuild. 
We expect a continued need for post-fire technical assistance over the next 
few years related to erosion, tree health and water quality. We are actively 
working with property owners in the Santa Cruz Mountains to develop and 
implement forest management plans with the goal of creating healthy land-
scapes that are more resilient to fire and climate change. Actions with land-
owners include strategic fuels management projects like shaded fuel breaks 



to reduce future threat of catastrophic wildfire. Our 
annual no-cost chipping program will kickoff in 
May as an incentive to encourage defensible space 
around structures in high fire prone areas. Another 
current effort is deploying time laps cameras and 
collecting drone imagery to monitor and capture 
stories of regeneration on the burned landscape.

In the years ahead, recovery of our watersheds from 
the CZU fire will include ongoing monitoring 
and assessment and observing natural processes of 
healing. It will take forest management planning to 
identify goals, issues and opportunities, and taking 
action where needed to reduce erosion, stabilize 
stream banks, reforest, control invasive species, and promote leaving wood in streams (except in cases where it poses a 
threat) to improve stream habitat. The coming years will also involve ongoing work across our region (and the state) 
to improve the health of our forests and reduce the threat of catastrophic wildfire through vegetation management to 
reduce fuel loads, supporting reintroduction of indigenous land stewardship practices like prescribed fire, and empow-
ering community members to create firewise communities. It will take all of us working together, bringing our unique 
perspectives, skills, and resources to bear.

The RCD was able to secure monetary and in-kind resources that made it possible to put boots on 
the ground to protect our natural resources. Collaborative partners and funders include, but are  

not limited to the organizations listed below, multiple volunteer community members, and  
most importantly the fire survivors themselves. It really does takes a village.

Funders

City of Santa Cruz
Coastal Conservancy

Community Foundation of Santa Cruz County
County of Santa Cruz

Department of Conservation
Resources Legacy Fund

United Way
USDA Natural Resources Conservation Services

In-KInd AssIstAnce

Bonny Doon Airport
Boulder Creek Wattle Project

CAL FIRE
California Conservation Corps

California Department of Water Resources
California Governer’s Office of Emergency Services

Easter Seals Camp Harmon
Ecological Concerns Inc.

George McMenamin, Environmental Consultant
Mountain Bikers of Santa Cruz

Mountain Feed and Farm Supply
Reed and Graham Inc.

San Mateo Resource Conservation District
TAM Communications
Treetop Permaculture

USDA Natural Resources Conservation Services
Walu International
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