
umboldt Bay is located on the central coast of Humboldt
County, in northwestern California. The main population
center on the northernmost coastline of California – the

greater Eureka-Arcata area – is situated on the bay, as are many pub-
lic and private open spaces.

History of the Humboldt Bay region is rich and varied , and is only
touched upon within in the following overview. Providing increased
opportunities for public access will also include opportunities to dis-
play information about the many types ‘watchable’ wildlife, bay ecol-
ogy and cultural history of the bay.

Highlights of the region’s past include its pre-European settlement
cultures; renown as the heart of redwood production; status as the
shipping hub of northwesternmost California; less-known significance
of having the first operational railroad west of the Rockies; national
importance in the role of shellfish production; and international at-
traction as a popular tourism destination.

Humboldt Bay is one of the largest bays on the Pacific Coast. His-
torically, the bay and associated wetlands covered approximately
27,000 acres (Springer, 1982). Diking, drainage and filling has re-
duced the effective bay area to approximately 13,000 acres. This
unique estuarine system consists of three parts: the northern lobe is
known as Arcata Bay, the central portion, and the lobe to the south
referred to as the South Bay. The northern Arcata Bay is the largest
and, like the South Bay, is wide and shallow. The central portion of
the bay is a narrow, deeper channel, connecting the northern and
southern bays and leading to the mouth of the bay.

Humboldt Bay is located about 30 miles northeast of the junction of
the Gorda, Pacific and North American crustal plates. Tectonic ac-
tivity in the area is extremely high: the Gorda Plate is being sub-
ducted under the North American Plate, and large-scale tectonic
motion has produced a number of northwest-southwest trending faults
in the region. Uplifting and folding, differential motion at the vari-
ous fault lines, and erosion have resulted in a complex pattern of
geologic formations – the Franciscan, Hookton, Yager and Wildcat –
in the bay region (Barnhart et al., 1992).

Humboldt Bay, it’s northern and southern
‘lobes’ and sloughs.

Humboldt Bay is on the central coast of
Humboldt County, California



Eelgrass is important and sensitive habitat in
parts of Humboldt Bay.

There are a wide variety of complex habitats in and around Hum-
boldt Bay. Significant vegetative communities in the region include
dunes, tidal marsh, wetland, agriculturally-maintained pastureland,
riparian scrub, coastal coniferous forest and redwood forest. Wild-
life species in the Humboldt Bay area range from salmon to black
bear to shorebirds. Early accounts indicate a very large salmonid
population. However, as early as 1893, concerns were raised about
the decline of salmon (Van Kirk, 1998). Local efforts are underway
to restore habitat and viable populations, and a plan for restoration
priorities is currrently being developed.

The bay is a source of important habitat for resident wildlife and as
well as migratory birds traveling along the Pacific Flyway. The West-
ern Hemisphere Shorebird Reserve Network (WHSRN) recognizes
the Humboldt Bay estuary (including the Eel River estuary) as a site
of international importance for shorebirds . Depending on the sea-
son, 20,000 to 80,000 shorebirds reside in the Humboldt Bay area
(Colwell, 1994).

The most productive natural asset of the bay is the intertidal zone.
Fertile mudflats are a complex mix of physical, chemical, biological
and hydraulic interactions. The muds support growths of diatoms,
eelgrass and other algae, which make these flats regions of intense
photosynthesis. At low tide, mudflats are used extensively by shore-
birds feeding on invertebrates. At high tide, wading birds, brown
pelicans, and larger fish use the intertidal zone. Harbor seals are
sighted regularly and utilize the tidal flats in the South Bay as a pup-
ping and haul-out area (USFWS, 1988).

The South and Arcata Bays are important eelgrass habitats. Eelgrass
communities are highly productive, the beds provide habitat and food
for a variety of marine invertebrates which in turn are food for fish,
shorebirds, waterfowl, and marine mammals.  Eelgrass provides the
primary food for black brant, small geese that stop in Humboldt Bay
on their 3,000-mile migration from Mexico to their nesting grounds in
the high arctic tundra.  Because brant are dependent on eelgrass, which
is available at such limited key sites, the entire population is vulner-
able to pressures at any one location (USFWS, 1988).

In addition to waterfowl, shorebirds and marine mammals, the bay sup-
ports 95 species of fish, and at least 180 species of invertebrates. Thirty
species of clams, oysters and mussels have been reported, along with
numerous crustaceans. The bay is also important as a nursery area – al-
most half of the area’s marine fishery consists of species that require salt
bay or estuary ecosystems for part of their life cycle (USFWS, 1988).



The Wiyot tribe has lived in the Humboldt
Bay region for many centuries.

Remnant pilings are evidence of a rich
seaport history.

Humboldt Bay has been the heart of the communities, settlements
and villages surrounding it for centuries. Throughout recorded his-
tory, the bay has been a major source of economic and recreational
activity in the region.

The Wiyot lived, according to their cosmology, on the north coast
since the beginning of time. Ethnographic and archaeological evi-
dence suggests they came to the region about 900 A.D. Wiyot vil-
lages surrounded Humboldt Bay and were generally located close
to streams, the bayshore, or in tidewater areas (Loud 1918; Benson
et al. 1977).

An estimated  36 Wiyot settlements were located in the bay area,
each with an average of four to nine redwood plank houses and ap-
proximately 30 inhabitants. Numerous villages were located all around
Humboldt Bay (Loud 1918; Benson et al. 1977).

With the first land claim by European Americans in 1850, the area
developed quickly, partly because mining operations in the moun-
tains to the east drew people and provided markets for goods. Agri-
cultural products in particular were in demand; the area was a prime
exporter of agricultural products such as potatoes and dairy products
from 1857 to 1900 (Glatzel, 1982).

Timber harvest operations were also quickly developed. The Carson
Mill, on the Eureka waterfront, shipped the first cargo of redwood to
Hong Kong in 1855. By the mid-1880’s, docks had been built in
Eureka and Field’s Landing, and numerous railroad spurs transported
logs form outlying areas such as Jacoby Creek, Freshwater Creek,
and Salmon Creek. Jetties were constructed to stabilize the entrance
to the bay in the 1890’s. By 1914, 8.3 billion board feet of timber had
been harvested and shipped from Humboldt Bay (Glatzel, 1982).

Four separate townships had been claimed on Humboldt Bay by June
of 1850: Humboldt City (near Buhne Point), Bucksport, Union (later
to become Arcata), and Eureka. The siting of the towns was based on
finding clear, flat, dry ground, which was limited and difficult to
find. Eureka was one of the few places in the central bay area that
met these criteria and was described as being surrounded by dense
spruce forest to the east and marsh to the south (Glatzel, 1982).

Development of these early towns led to the displacement of the
Wiyot people from their homes, food sources, traveling routes, and
hunting and fishing activities that were traditionally located close to
the bay. Scores of Wiyot were massacred by a small group of settlers
in 1860 (when the population of Eureka was 581, of Arcata 524, of



Railroad operations between inland timber
sources and the bay started in 1886.

Commercial shipping operations on the bay
are an important component of daily water-

front operations.

Bucksport 270) and five years of open warfare ensued (Gates, 1983).
The Wiyot are now working to restore many aspects of their culture
that were nearly lost, and many tribe members live in the Table Bluff
Reservation.

Early transportation around the bay skirted the tidal marshes. Old
Arcata Road was initially a trail established by the Wiyot. In 1862 it
became a wagon route and was paved around 1925. The impact of
the corridor on the bay was relatively minor because it had been
sited to avoid the marshes. Later transportation corridors would have
a much greater impact (Glatzel, 1982).

In 1900, the Northwestern Pacific Railroad started construction on the
eastern margins of the bay. The railroad functioned as a dike, and facili-
tated conversion of tidal marshes into agricultural lands (Barnhart, et al,
1992). The Arcata & Mad River Railroad – established in 1886 and ex-
tending from the center of Arcata Bay to the inland town of Korbel – was
reportedly the first operative railroad west of the Rockies. In 1927, US 101
was established through the region (with many additional expansion projects
to follow), and the associated fill allowed most of the marshes to be diked
and drained, changing the ecology of the bay region dramatically.

By 1947, 100 years after European settlement, agriculture, timber,
and other natural resource-based industries were well established as
the base of the local economy. The development of Humboldt Bay’s
natural resource-based industries provided jobs and security for its
residents, and produced an economy that thrived through the Civil
War, the depression, and the two world wars.

Shapiro and Associates (1980) documented changes in land use over
time around Humboldt Bay. Open space has declined by one-half
since 1870, the amount of land in agriculture has increased by about
five times, and only one-fifth of historic wetlands remain. The amount
of land used for residential and commercial/industrial uses has also
increased dramatically, particularly since about 1940. Residential land
use tripled between 1940 and 1980.

Shipping channels have long been maintained to ensure access to
the north coast’s main port. Central bay channels were dredged in
2000 to facilitate safe access by large commercial vessels. Commer-
cial fishing operations have used these channels for access to the
Eureka waterfront as well as Woodley Island. Pulp mills and other
companies have also benefited from their proximity to deep-water.

The bay is a thriving biological community, without which human
settlement of the region would have been much different. Economic
health of the region remains tied to the bay, the resources it provides,
and the natural resources around it. In a 1997 white paper on Develop-



ment of Humboldt Bay, the Institute for the North Coast noted that

Recreational amenities... are considered one of the primary reasons why people
relocate to Humboldt County. As development of the bay increases, planning
for public access and recreational facilities will become more important.

Humboldt Bay can be hard to love, or at least to appreciate. It is
easy to live or work near Humboldt Bay without being particularly
aware of its existence. What is mostly flat land around the bay shore
and densely forested hills above make it difficult to see the bay from
afar – compared to, say, San Francisco Bay or Puget Sound.

What people often do see in the Arcata and South Bays – vast areas of
mudflats or wind-whipped muddy brown shallow water – can have
less aesthetic appeal than a body of shining blue water. The shallow-
ness of these north and south lobes of the bay has limited their use for
commercial or recreational navigation. Docks, wharves and their asso-
ciated activities that tend to draw non-mariners to waterfronts are gen-
erally non-existent in these areas. Except for the Samoa Penninsula
and the South Spit, most rural shorelines of the bay are altered by dikes
built decades ago for development of the railroad and pastures.

Along the Eureka waterfront , where there has been ongoing water-
related activity and access, much of the shoreline was often neglected
until recent years. Many commercial developments on waterfront
property have ‘turned their backs’ to the bay. Some good, but small
and isolated bay access facilities exist, but are often in places where
people don’t feel invited or comfortable due to the minimal nature of
access facilities and/or the unpleasant feel of surrounding areas.

Before the railroad and the highways, bay area residents were likely
much more aware of and familiar with the bay than they are now,
some 80 years later. The towns around Humboldt Bay developed pri-
marily as hubs connecting land and sea-based modes of transporta-
tion. Use of the bay for transportation has declined, and far fewer live-
lihoods are dependent on the ocean or bay for fishing and shipping.

Well-known public access sites around the bay are relatively few
and far between, and are, with some notable exceptions, utilitarian at
best. All around the bay, for years, many access points have been
used as dumping grounds for everything from household garbage to
construction debris and old television sets. The bayshore has, to a
large extent, been ‘out of sight, out of mind’ for nearby communities.

These communities have recently started to ‘celebrate’ the bay –
Godwit Days in Arcata and the Blues by the Bay Festival in Eureka

The annual Blues by the Bay festival attracts
popular bands and thousands of

concertgoers.

The bay seen from US 101 between Eureka
and Arcata is likely the most-viewed part of

Humboldt Bay.

Extensive mudflats are exposed during lower
tide levels in Arcata and South Bays.



are two of many examples. The world-famous Kinetic Sculpture Race
has brought an international eye to the bay. Not only are there now
festivals and concerts that focus on the bay, but the latest Eureka
waterfront developments are also turning to face the bay and invite
people to the waterfront. In 1983, 1996, and soon again in 2002, the
Humboldt Bay Symposium has brought and will continue to bring
together many bay interests and ideas, and has fostered many proac-
tive efforts to restore or better value the bay, its ecosystems, economy,
and beauty.

Around Humboldt Bay are a rich variety of natural, cultural and his-
torical resources, yet many of these features are little-known by lo-
cals and tourists. With a few exceptions like the Arcata Marsh &
Wildlife Sanctuary, many existing bay access opportunities (Figure
II-1) are not well known to even those familiar with the area.

Non-motorized traffic is at a disadvantage when it comes to access-
ing the bay. In many places where access does exist, heavy traffic,
inadequate sidewalks and lack of crosswalks have made US 101 and
city streets mental and physical ‘barriers’ to pedestrians, cyclists and
others. A few trails exist, but are short and disconnected from each
other. Residents often feel restricted to parks or open spaces in their
own communities, as non-motorized access to other regions of the
bay is generally difficult, unappealing or unavailable. Improved ac-
commodation of the pedestrians and cyclists will help locals feel more
comfortable and visitors feel more invited to visit the bay.

In many cases, the public is and will continue to access the bay by
automobile. Only a few of the existing bay access sites are marked
by highway ‘directional signs’ – an assessment of sites is included in
Appendix A. Many people drive to the bay to eat lunch, as can be
seen at places like the Arcata Marsh parking lot, an area south of the
Eureka Marina, and Truesdale Vista Point in Eureka. Those driving
to the bay – including visitors traveling through – will also greatly
benefit by clear directional signs, trails and day use facilities.

In many cases, simple adjustments and improvements could at-
tract locals and visitors to bay access opportunities. Some basic in-
frastructure recommendations in the following chapter include in-
stalling signs, connecting or developing trail and bike lane networks,
widening and completing sidewalk systems, and improving the gen-
eral character of non-motorized access.

The bay provides for many other types of non-commercial uses,
including birdwatching, fishing, shellfishing, hunting and

Bay access for non-motorized travelers can be
difficult – this freeway overpass is a primary

access point for the ‘Pine Hill’ area of Eureka.



windsurfing. Birdwatching is a very popular activity around Humboldt
Bay for locals and visitors alike. The Table Bluff Reservation-Wiyot
Tribe uses numours sites and areas around the bay for gathering food
and basket materials and for general cultural uses.

In recent years, national publications like the Utne Reader and the
Wall Street Journal have ranked Arcata as one of the top places to
live in the nation. In the September, 2001 issue of Outside magazine,
the Eureka-Arcata area is ranked again as one of the top ten areas in
the nation that provide a high quality of life and ample northwestern
California outdoor recreation opportunities – that is, in most cases, if
one can find and drive to them.

Ranging from paved piers to dirt paths, pedestrian facilities in the
Humboldt Bay area vary in quality and quantity. Sidewalks from
towns to the bay are often disrupted by poorly-planned driveways,
telephone and sign poles, missing segments, and are generally not
wide enough to accommodate wheelchairs, strollers and groups–
except in traditional Eureka neighborhoods. Smaller communities
(like Manila, Samoa, Fields Landing, and King Salmon) have fewer
developed facitities for pedestrians. Fragmented trails and poorly
maintained open spaces generally discourage public use and attract
“unwanted” uses.

Safe walking trails with ample width to accommodate families and
strollers are usually limited to short pieces in parks, and are otherwise
lacking. Comfortable and attractive ways to walk to or along the bay
are generally lacking. Old Town Eureka is really the only place where
the pedestrian environment is good near the bay. This will improve
soon with public access to the new boardwalk. However, the ‘mental’
barrier of thoroughfares like US 101 – and in Arcata and Manila, State
Route 255 – can deter walkers from getting to the bay in the first place
by means other than the car. High speed pedestrians (on in-line skates)
have very few choices in the region. Unless they take a chance on a
newly-paved neighborhood street, there are few other smooth surfaces.

Bicyclists are subject to the same rules and regulations as automo-
biles and are often forced to compete for space within the facilities
designed primarily for motorized vehicles. Subsequently, many mem-
bers of the public choose not to compete and do not use the bicycle
to access the bay or travel in and between bay communities. Some
highway shoulders provide an adequate area for cyclists, but safety

Since public trails along the bay are few,
walkers use routes not managed for

coastal access.

There is a skeleton network of bike lanes in
Arcata and Eureka, but none extend to the
bay from town – for instance Eureka’s J

Street was blocked by a new county facility.



concerns prevent many people from traveling along these corridors.
City streets are often too narrow to accommodate both modes of travel
comfortably, and are not attractive or ‘intuitive’ traveling routes for
most cyclists. Some bike lanes exist, however they are relatively dis-
connected, and very few provide access to bay resources.

Accommodating people with disabilities goes far beyond meeting
the needs of wheelchair users. Those with visual and hearing im-
pairments, temporary or permanent mobility challenges, and cogni-
tive impairments can all appreciate and benefit from improving bay
access facilities to full accessibility. Facilities planned and constructed
to accommodate individuals with disabilities also meet many other
needs. The same gentle elevation changes and smooth surfaces fa-
cilitate use by the elderly, children, families using strollers, and where
appropriate, in-line skaters, skateboarders, and other wheeled users.

Facilities around the bay are slowly beginning to accommodate indi-
viduals with disabilities. New projects are being designed for full ac-
cessibility, such as the traffic calming features along US 101’s Fourth
and Fifth Streets in Eureka (which incorporate audible traffic signs
with large activation buttons and tactile curb details) and waterfront
boardwalk (with accessible ramps and features) in Eureka. However,
the accessibility of existing facilities vary widely. It is not uncommon
in any bay area community to see a wheelchair user on the road shoul-
der to avoid the frequency of challenging or obstructive driveway cuts,
signs, and poles that block existing sidewalks. Although a few fully-
accessible day-use facilities exist within bay communities, they are
only a few and very limited in the level of access they provide.

Facilities specifically designated for equestrian uses are generally
limited to the outskirts of the bay region. While the more urban
parts of the Humboldt Bay area, such as Eureka or Arcata, have rela-
tively little equestrian use, it is not uncommon to see equestrians on
rural roads and beaches. Most bay beaches – such as those on the Elk
River Spit, Samoa Peninsula or South Spit are short or difficult to
access, and equestrians must compete with dogs, hikers and, in some
areas, off-highway vehicles. Select logging roads east of bay area
communities provide additional equestrian use areas, but facilities
rarely provide connections to the bay. Facilities where equestrian
use is allowed are often undeveloped, under maintained, or do not
accommodate horse trailers.

South of Eureka, equestrians use the railroad
corridor to access ‘Stinky Beach’.

Everyone can benefit from fully-accessible
opportunities to visit the bay.



Humboldt Bay presents both opportunities and challenges for the
recreational paddler. Opportunities include intimate views of wild-
life, scenic vistas, observation of maritime activity, exercise in a great
setting, an alternate way to travel to waterfront destinations, and
“wild” experiences close to home. Challenges include changing wa-
ter levels, currents and wind, limited public access facilities, and
avoiding damage to the very resources that bay paddlers enjoy (Sec-
tion IIID). In addition, casual or first-time paddlers may be discour-
aged by broad expanses of bay mud and shallow water combined
with a lack of publicized information on safe access points and wa-
terways for small craft such as canoes and kayaks.

There are only two locations  around the bay which currently allow
‘tent’ camping. These existing facilities, a KOA Campground adja-
cent to US 101 between Eureka and Arcata and a County Park on the
Samoa Peninsula, are easily overlooked by camping travelers and
are not generally utilized by the local community. The campgrounds
(including Manila Park)  primarily serve motorized travelers and RVs
and do not offer particularly attractive facilities for the tent-camper.

There are several parks and day-use areas scattered around bay com-
munities – a few are widely known, some are used by those who live
in close proximity, and many are virtually unknown. The existing
parks and day-use areas are often lacking conveniences such as
restroom facilities, bike racks, picnic tables and trash receptacles. In
some day-use areas, the lack of trash receptacles and toilets has led
to unsightly and unsanitary conditions, that further discourage use.
The development of additional bayside places to sit are welcomed
by, shoppers, picnickers, the weary traveler, the casual observer of
wildlife and many others.

Very few on-site interpretive facilities exist around Humboldt Bay.
The Arcata Marsh & Wildlife Sanctuary and Humboldt Bay National
Wildlife Refuge offer interpretive signs. Further development of the
Eureka waterfront and boardwalk will be accompanied by the instal-
lation of interpretive signs and other day-use amenities. Two inter-
pretive centers at the north and south ends of the bay offer limited
opportunities to learn more about the natural and cultural history of

Improved interpretive information would help
educate the public and build appreciation

for the bay.

The few camping sites around the bay are
primarily for motorized travelers.

Paddling on the bay gives unique views of
wildlife and the shoreline.



the bay: the Arcata Marsh Interpretive Center and the Humboldt Bay
National Wildlife Refuge Visitor Center (soon to be complete).

Although many existing facilities accommodate some coastal and rec-
reational access needs, opportunities are limited for many other uses.
For example, open areas appropriate for dogs that do not pose a threat
to native habitat are very few. Similarly, areas appropriate for use of
skateboards, in-line skates and scooters are also very limited, which
reduces coastal and recreational access opportunities for many youth.

California’s coastline is one of the most treasured resources in North
America. Locals and visitors enjoy California coastal beaches, bay shores
and bluffs, surfing and sailing, wildlife viewing, fishing, hiking or riding
bikes and horses, and the list goes on. There has also been intense resi-
dential, commercial and industrial development along the coastline. As
these conflicting demands for California’s coastline grew rapidly in the
last century, demand arose for the 1,120 miles of coastline to be better
managed, and the California Coastal Act was passed in 1976.

The California Coastal Act set forth standards for development and
preservation of coastal resources as well as initiatives to promote
public access to California’s 1,120-mile coastline. The Act requires
public access and receational opportunites to be “maximized” to the
greatest extent possible. Maintaining coastal access for all
Californian’s along the entire length of the state is fundamental to
the ideals and vision of the Coastal Act.

Several agencies in California are charged with protecting and pro-
viding coastal public access. The Coastal Act created a Joint Access
Program between two of these agencies: the California Coastal Com-
mission and the State Coastal Conservancy. In this partnership, the
Commission plans and regulates development in the coastal zone
that affects coastal access and resources, and the Conservancy funds,
acquires and develops access sites and facilities. Local governments
regulate and manage coastal development and access through their
Local Coastal Plans, with support from state agencies.

The State Coastal Conservancy (SCC) has actively promoted and
funded improvements to coastal access facilities and resource pro-
tection projects in Humboldt County for over twenty years. The fol-
lowing is a brief summary of bay-related and other regional projects.

• Arcata Marsh and Creeks. Working with the City of Arcata,

The public enjoys California’s coastline –
such as here at Buhne Point – for many

activities, including relaxation and reflection.

The Arcata Marsh and Wildlife Sanctuary is a
well-known attraction for residents and

visitors alike.



the Conservancy has funded multiple phases of the Arcata Marsh
& Wildlife Sanctuary project.

• Bracut Marsh. Working with a coalition of local governments, regu-
latory and resources agencies, the Conservancy helped establish the
Bracut Marsh wetland mitigation bank (the first in the state). The
Conservancy continues to fund monitoring of this site.

• Eureka Waterfront. The Conservancy has funded waterfront fea-
sibility planning, site design, and accessway construction in con-
junction with the City’s redevelopment efforts. Some projects
include: the Old Town boardwalk, waterfront trail/promenade,
community park, Sacco amphitheater, Eureka Fishermen’s Ter-
minal, restoration of the “Madaket” and Old Town boardwalk.

• Dune Habitat Mitigation Bank. Working with the City of Eureka
and the County of Humboldt, Conservancy funds helped plan, de-
sign and establish an 80 acre dune mitigation bank on the Samoa
Peninsula to restore Menzies’ Wallflower and dune hollow habitat.
The bank helped to provide an effective mechanism for mitigating
coastal dependent development impacts.

• Fish-Passable Culverts. Conservancy staff is developing a
project with Humboldt County regarding placement of fish-pass-
able structures under County roads, including culverts in the
Humboldt Bay watershed.

• Humboldt Bay Management Plan. The Humboldt Bay Harbor
District is leading a multi-agency task force, including the Con-
servancy, to develop an estuary management plan for the Hum-
boldt Bay area in an ecosystem-based approach to conservation
of bay resources and prioritization of restoration opportunities.

• Humboldt County Beach & Dunes Management Plans. Work is
ongoing on a Conservancy-funded comprehensive management plan
and Phase I implementation plan to address growing conflicts between
recreational use of the dunes and resource protection, and identifica-
tion of opportunities to further both goals. Areas of continued focus
include potential acquisitions and control of OHV access to dunes.

• Hutton Addition/Fernstrom-Root Acquisitions. Conservancy
funding helped The Nature Conservancy acquire 230 acres of pris-
tine dune habitat expanding Lanphere-Christenson Dunes Preserve
to protect sensitive habitat and provide public access opportunities.

• Indian Island Enhancement Plan. Conservancy staff are work-
ing with the Northern California Indian Development Council,
Inc. (NCIDC) to assist the Table Bluff Reservation-Wiyot Tribe
in the preparation of a resource enhancement plan to facilitate
implementation of the Indian Island Cultural and Environmental
Restoration Project in cooperation with the City of Eureka.

• Manila Dunes. Working with the Manila Community Services
District, the Conservancy provided staff assistance and funding

Longer segments of the Coastal Trail exist in
many other parts of the state. Walkers enjoy a

beautiful stroll near Carmel.

Eureka’s evolving waterfront includes a short
but heavily-used waterfront trail.



to help acquire 100 acres of coastal dunes for public access and
recreation; to facilitate renovation of the existing school building
into an interpretive center and community facility; and to initiate
a dune restoration program.

• Manila Wetlands. Working with Manila Community Services Dis-
trict, Redwood Community Action Agency and the local community,
the Conservancy-funded preparation of a restoration plan to clean up
a degraded wetland area for habitat protection and recreation.

• McDaniel Slough Enhancement. Working with the City of Arcata
and Department of Fish and Game, Conservancy funds are being
spent to design the restoration plan for 274 acres near the City of
Arcata in Humboldt Bay. The enhancement plan strives to address
three main objectives: restoration of rare salt marsh habitat (and
the potential for freshwater marsh habitat), alleviation of flood-
ing, and the creation of passive recreational opportunities.

• Eureka Marsh. In cooperation with the City of Eureka, the Con-
servancy helped to fund acquisition and enhancement of 86 acres
of wetlands and adjacent uplands (formerly known as the Palco
Marsh). Along with this project, a shoreline public access trail,
parking and signing were created.

• South Spit. In compliance with the requirements of SB 39, the
Conservancy prepared the South Spit Management Plan—a re-
port to the Legislature—to evaluate the potential for the public
acquisition, habitat restoration, development of recreational im-
provements, and related management options. The Board recently
authorized funds to be spent on access improvements and coastal
resource protection projects on the spit.

• Annie & Mary Rail-Trail. The Conservancy will disburse funds
to Natural Resources Services to plan and design the “Annie &
Mary” Rail-Trail, a 6.8-mile multiple-use trail on the out-of-ser-
vice historic railroad line between the City of Arcata and the town
of Korbel that will enable access to the coast and will connect
with the California Coastal Trail (including Humboldt Bay area
trails and southward extensions of the Hammond Trail).

• Eel River Delta. In partnership with the Humboldt County Re-
source Conservation District, the Conservancy funded a program
to resolve conflicts between agricultural practices and natural re-
source protection by assisting dairy ranchers with improvements
to wildlife habitat in the Eel River delta.

• Hammond Coastal Trail. The Conservancy has funded several
phases of trail planning and construction on the Hammond Trail
in western McKinleyville since the initial work to retrofit the
abandoned Mad River railroad bridge in 1979.

• Hiller West Acquisition and Access Improvements. Conser-
vancy funds helped the McKinleyville Land Trust acquire 74 acres

The ‘Annie & Mary’ Railroad corridor is
being studied for trail development

opportunities.

A view of the bay from the McDaniel’s Slough
area south of Arcata.



of coastal bluff, estuarine, spruce forest, grassland and dune habitat
that overlooks the Mad River and the Pacific Ocean. An access
management plan is being developed to connect to the property
to the Hammond Trail, and provide safe access to the beach.

• Lost Coast Headlands. Conservancy funds helped purchase 225
acres of coastline south of Centerville Beach and the mouth of
the Eel River for the Bureau of Land Management to provide
public access and resource protection.

The State Coastal Conservancy works with many local agencies and
organizations to assist in access and watershed management plan-
ning on the north coast. They have also worked to develop other bay
trails systems in places like San Francisco (ABAG, 1989) and Monterey.

The Coastal Commission set forth recommendations to identify and
bridge specific access gaps along the coast in its recent plan for stra-
tegic coastal access development, the 1999 Public Access Action
Plan. Top priorities outlined in this plan (that are currently in pro-
cess) include securing public accessways, establishing a contiguous
coastal trail, and preserving historic coastal access routes.

IID2.1 Offer to Dedicate Public Access Easement Program

An Offer to Dedicate (OTD) is an offer from a landowner to allow
for future public access across his or her property, and is created as
mitigation for impacts of private development within the coastal zone.
Locating and ensuring that OTDs are accepted by an appropriate
agency is a top priority for the Commission, even though they do not
have the authority to directly accept and manage easements. The Com-
mission does encourage government entities, non-profits, or the
Coastal Conservancy to accept easements.

There are approximately 30 OTDs in Humboldt County – several
of which are in the Humboldt Bay area. Future OTDs are one option
for improving access around Humboldt Bay. Offers have ‘sunset’
dates and many terminate soon. The County has decided to accept
many of them for now and find another agency to accept them later.

IID2.2 Prescriptive Rights

In places where the public has historically used private property to
access the shoreline, the Commission is interested in ensuring that
these access-ways remain open to the public. “Prescriptive rights” re-
fers to the process by which an historic access route is awarded legal
recognition and preservation of the public access into the future.

The Hammond Trail is a popular segment of
the California Coastal Trail in western
McKinleyville, several miles north of

Humboldt Bay.

The State has a vision for the California
Coastal Trail to stretch from border to border
– including this segment in the San Francisco

Bay area.



IID2.3 The California Coastal Trail

The California Coastal Trail (CCT) is a broad vision to provide
public access along the California coastline. The trail is envisioned
as a contiguous corridor for multiple-use – “pedestrians, bicyclists,
and mobility impaired” – along or near the state’s coastline (Coastal
Commission, 1999). Many segments, long and short, of the CCT
now exist, while others are in the planning stages.  When complete,
the trail will be a continuous system spanning the entire state from
the Oregon border to Mexico, benefiting a variety of coastal users
and connecting to other coastal and inland trail networks (Coastal
Commission, 1999).

In addition to identifying possibilities  for the CCT corridor, the Public
Access Action Plan recommends:

• Securing legislative recognition of the trail as a statewide prior-
ity and dedicating funding for its completion (see below);

• Creation and adoption of a CCT logo (in process);
• Identification of specific gaps and strategies for bridging them

(Humboldt Bay is specifically identified);
• Coordination with Caltrans to construct trail segments within high-

way right-of-ways as conditions allow (Section IIIE); and,
• Updating Local Coastal Plans and incorporating CCT implemen-

tation policies in these plans.

Since the Development of the Coastal Commissions recommenda-
tions, progress has been made throughout the state on a number of
levels. In 2000, Governor Gray Davis selected the Coastal Trail as
California’s “Millennium Legacy Trail.” This national program aims
to create and preserve trails that “provide connections between people,
land, history and culture” (millenniumtrails.org, 2000). This desig-
nation puts the trail in the national spotlight and identifies it’s comple-
tion as a priority for the state.

This year, Senate Bill 908 , sponsored by California’s north coast
Senator Wesley Chesbro, was passed.

...the [State Coastal] Conservancy, in consultation with the Department of
Parks and Recreation and the California Coastal Commission, [would} co-
ordinate the development of the California Coastal Trail, and would require
each agency, board, department, or commission of the state with property
interests or regulatory authority in coastal areas, to the extent feasible, and
consistent with their individual mandates, [would] cooperate with the Con-
servancy with respect to planning and making lands available for comple-
tion of the trail. The bill would authorize the Conservancy to award grants
and provide assistance to public agencies and nonprofit organizations to
establish and expand inland trail systems that may be linked to the Califor-
nia Coastal Trail. The bill would require the California Coastal Trail to be
developed in a way, regarding its proximity to residential uses, to show
consideration for protection of the privacy of adjacent property owners.

The Eureka Marsh provides open space and
trails on Eureka’s waterfront.



The bill designates the CCT as an official state trail, directs the
State Coastal Conservancy to work with other state and local agen-
cies on completing the trail and authorizes the Conservancy to award
grants for trail development and enhancement.

The CCT exists in varying states of planning or completion. After 25
years, many functional segments of the Coastal Trail have been es-
tablished – some for many miles. According to the California Coastal
Commission’s 1999 Public Access Action Plan, the CCT is 65%
complete statewide.

On a county-by-county basis, the Commission considers the CCT
100% complete in Del Norte County and 96% complete in Humboldt
County. While small sections of the CCT are designated throughout
these two counties, there are only a small number of miles of mul-
tiple-use trail, as the Coastal Trail is defined. Standards used to de-
termine access and existing CCT segments are somewhat unclear
and the latest information on CCT development progress can be con-
fusing. An assessment of the state of the CCT in each county, accord-
ing to stated (or more clearly defined) perameters is necessary.

Currently, there are a few well-defined CCT segments in  Humboldt
County. The best-known piece of the CCT is the Hammond Trail in
western McKinleyville and the “Lost Coast” in southern Humboldt
County. The remote setting of the Lost Coast makes it a unique section
of the Coastal Trail, providing virtually undeveloped coastline for many
miles. In addition,parts of existing trails in State Beaches and Red-
wood National and State Parks are also considered parts of the CCT.

The Coastal Trail is mentioned in the 1978 Humboldt County Trails
Plan. The CCT concept was then still in its infancy. This plan refers
to segments in Redwood National and State Parks and the Lost Coast,
however segments outside of these areas are not discussed in any
detail. Very little progress had been made in connecting these seg-
ments of the trail throughout the county.

The Coastal Commission has identified the 15-mile area around
Humboldt Bay and 5 mile area around False Cape (Cape Mendocino)
as major discontinuities in the CCT. This gap around Humboldt
Bay should be the priority for future development of the trail locally.

As mentioned previously, development of the CCT has become a
statewide priority . Much of the development along the  coast is regu-
lated through Local Coastal Plans (LCPs). However, the Commis-
sion has identified a fundamental weakness in LCPs throughout the

The Hammond Trail is one of the few
segments of Coastal Trail in Humboldt
County that provides for multiple uses.

The San Francisco Bay Trail system is a
network of trails – with a ‘backbone’ of the

California Coastal Trail.



state with regards to the CCT. Most of the current California LCPs
lack the clear policy support and language needed to efficiently imple-
ment coastal trail development (Coastal Commission, 1999).

The current  Humboldt County Local Coastal Plan (LCP), adopted
in 1983, is no exception. At this writing, the plan is in the early stages
of being updated. The exitsing plan does mention the Coastal Trail in
each City or Area Plan, but many sections along the proposed route
offer no true coastal access. The beginning of the LCP description
states: “the Coastal Trail should follow existing public lands and pub-
lic beaches but move inland to the available public route where there
would exist substantial conflicts.”  No further specifications are given.
The LCP is often vague, and the following is a brief summary of the
proposed route through Humboldt County, according to the LCP.

The CCT route description through the Trinidad area starts at
Patrick’s Point State Park where it recommends following Patricks
Point Drive to Stagecoach Road, then connecting with trails in the
City of Trinidad. South of Trindad, trail would continue along Sce-
nic Drive to Moonstone Beach and then continue along Little River
and Clam Beach. From Clam Beach, the trail should “follow the old
Hammond Railroad right-of-way to the Mad River” – this section of
trail is almost complete as the Hammond Trail, with missing seg-
ments at Widow White Creek and Strawberry Creek.

From the Hammond railroad bridge crossing at the Mad River, the
LCP recommends following Mad River Road to Seidel Road, into
the City of Arcata. The trail is not described through the city, but is
recommended to connect with and follow Old Arcata Road to Eu-
reka. This route provides no coastal access and is generally not well-
suited to the needs of pedestrians, cyclists and equestrians, but is still
identified as the proposed route. There is no description through the
City of Eureka nor a description through South Bay communities.

In the Eel River area, the CCT is proposed entirely on roads. It  fol-
lows Eel River Road to SR 211 at Fernbridge, where it continues into
Ferndale. It recommendeds following Wildcat Road out of Ferndale,
to Petrolia, across the Mattole River and to the beach just south of the
Mattole. The trail would continue on the beach until Shelter Cove and
then to the Chemise Mountain Trail into Mendocino County.

Though the CCT has not been defined through the Humboldt Bay
region, this Study addresses the need for a defined route. General
route recommendations and associated constraints are highlighted in
Figure II-2. The constraints and specific recommendations are ad-
dressed in the project description sections.

One of the main issues associated with the development of the CCT is

Segments of the Coastal Trail – or what
could become the Coastal Trail – exist in

Redwood National and State Parks.

A new section of the Coastal Trail above
Clam Beach.



Trails can be planned and designed to meet
adjacent landowners’ needs.

that there has never been more than a minimal level of coordinated
regional trails planning (Section VIIB). The Commission is interested
in helping local governments improve reflection of Coastal Act policies
in their LCPs by defining the CCT corridor through their communities
in enough detail to facilitate followthrough on access projects. Since
Humboldt County is in the process of updating its LCPs, at least the
foundation for CCT development is expected to be more thorough.

Proposed segments of the CCT in the Humboldt Bay area are identi-
fied in the next three sections of this Study as 1) priorities, 2) potential
projects, or 3) concepts. Titles of trail segments, when they are proposed
to be part of the CCT system, are noted with ‘(CCT)’ in the section title.

Although some of the following access improvement options and
recommendations involve private lands, inclusion of these options
does not ignore the rights and interests of private landowners. Rec-
ommendations for public access improvements that cross or travel
near private lands should not be pursued without first obtaining the
support of landowners.

The continuing development of trails is listed in the 1994 Humboldt
County General Plan as “part of the overall long range goal of achiev-
ing a coordinated and balanced transport system.” Further, the plan states:

…a functional trails program in Humboldt County will come as a result of public
need and comprehensive planning which takes into account environmental and
various financial considerations, land uses, and property owner concerns.

Trail and coastal access developments can benefit private landown-
ers when properly planned and maintained. Numerous studies show
that trails and bikeways can positively benefit nearby property val-
ues or, minimally, property salability (National Park Service, 1995),
and this seems to be true in Humboldt County.

Trails and enhanced public access usually improve the feeling of safety
in any given area, especially when planned and designed carefully.  A
common myth is that trails attract “undesirable use.” Rather, trails most
often inhibit “undesirable” uses by promoting higher levels of use.

Studies show that crime rates on multiple-use trails across the nation
(whether rural, suburban or urban) are an extremely small percentage of
similar crimes in communities at large (Rails-to-Trails Conservancy,
1998). Corridors used as informal or “volunteer” paths have fewer visi-
tors and consequently can attract undesirable uses. In general, trails and
public access projects benefit the entire community if the community’s
needs and concerns are genuinely included during project planning. Sec-
tion VIIIB3 also explores land use issues common to trail planning.


