
hough the idea is definitely one to aim for in the long-term,
responsible development of a contiguous trail around
Humboldt Bay has many challenges. If the railroad corri-

dor had been developed with two parallel tracks – voila , that extra
track could be the space for a trail. For much of the bayshore vicin-
ity, however, it’s pretty tight on space for a trail: the railroad is al-
most in the high tide zone and a highway or major road is often im-
mediately adjacent, with low-lying agricultural or wetland areas on
all sides and inbetween. In other areas, there are industrial develop-
ments or sensitive wildlife habitat areas immediately on the bayshore.

The conclusion: development of a contiguous trail will take dedica-
tion, focus and consistent effort on the part of many agencies and
organizations.

Before the inception of this project and continuing throughout the
process of researching potential improvments to bay access opportu-
nities, the most frequently-asked question has been: ‘What about using
the railroad corridor as a trail?’ The short-term answer is that,
though trains may not be currently running on the tracks around the
bay, there are plans to reestablish rail service. The long-term answer
is that if rail service is ever discontinued for an extended period of
time, the railroad corridor should be converted to a trail to preserve
the corridor and provide public use.

The railroad corridor between Korbel/Samoa and Healdsburg is man-
aged by a public entity , the North Coast Railroad Authority. The
corridor was purchased by the state in segments between 1989 and
1995, and is owned by a joint powers authority, the Northwestern
Pacific Railroad Authority.

Regular rail service has not been functional in Humboldt County
since the mid-nineties. Massive slope failures in the Eel River can-
yon and problems on the line to the south have prevented rail service
from returning to the region. Trains are now operating as far north as
Petaluma, and the NCRA’s goal is to restore service to the entire line.

The rairoad corridors around Humboldt Bay
could potentially incorporate trail

development.



The NCRA cannot currently predict when rail service will return to
the Humboldt Bay region, however.

Assuming that the NCRA will meet its goal in the next decade, it is
likely that segments of track and seismically unfit bridges will need
repair work or reconstruction. It is recommended that, when this
repair work is planned where trails are proposed to adjoin the rail-
road corridor, cooperative efforts to facilitate trail development oc-
cur. It is likely that funds for corridor retrofit and trail development
could be matched and used collectively to develop both rails and
trails. The Federal Highway Administration has a draft Best Prac-
tices R eport for Rails -With-Trails available for review at
www.altaplanning.com.

Obviously, if it ceases to function, use of the railroad as a trail would
make near circumnavigation of the bay by trail a much higher pos-
sibility. Conversion of the rail to a trail would be relatively easy and
inexpensive. Over 11,000 miles of trails exist on preserved railroad
corridors around the continent (and another 20,000 miles of rail-trails
are in the works). More information about rail-trails and rails-with-
trails can be found online at www.railstotrailsconservancy.org or
www.trailsandgreenways.org, and in Section VIG5.

It is important to mention some current planning efforts (not nec-
essarily ‘constraints’, but potential opportunities) to restore passen-
ger rail service to the Humboldt Bay region. Efforts are underway by
the Northern Counties Logging Interpretive Association (NCLIA) to
bring a tourist train to Humboldt Bay. The route would use the exist-
ing tracks around the bay from Eureka to Arcata and Samoa. If shown
to be feasible, another train could run to South Fork on the Eel River
and Founder’s Grove.

The mission of the NCLIA is to build a museum about the history of
timber in America. The NCLIA has joined with five other historical
organizations to form the Redwood Empire Alliance for Culture and
History. The overall goal is a complex of museums, not unlike the
Smithsonian in Washington, D.C. These museums are planned to be
connected with the proposed excursion train.

Efforts are also underway to rebuild an historic replica of the Eu-
reka train station on its historic site in Old Town. This facility would
serve as an intermodal transit center, for which a study has been com-
pleted (LSC Transportation Consultants, 1994).

There are hopes to rebuild the historic
waterfront rail station near its former

location adjacent to the ‘balloon tract’.



The following is a brief compilation of some issues that agencies and
and organizations interested in bay access development will need to
be familiar with to make the ‘bay trail’ vision a reality.

The waterways, wetlands and wildlife habitat of Humboldt Bay are
valuable assets in many ways – and because of their value, any
development that might affect these resources must be carefully con-
sidered to avoid or minimize negative impacts. This consideration
includes the construction of trails and other public access facilities.
Improved regional trail and open space planning systems (recom-
mended in Section VIIB2) will help ensure that cumulative effects of
coastal access developments are minimized.

In addition to local governments’ (Cities and County) jurisdiction
over project planning, several state and federal agencies have juris-
diction over resource-related activities that may be a component of
access facility construction projects. These agencies include the U.S.
Army Corps of Engineers, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, the
National Marine Fisheries Service, the California Department of Fish
and Game, and the California Coastal Commission.

As with all state and federal agencies, early and regular consulta-
tion is recommended to avoid planning projects that may not be
consistent with regulatory agency guidelines. Working closely with
regulatory agency personnel will help avoid significant impacts and
identify acceptable mitigation for potentially significant impacts.

VIIIB1.1 Army Corps of Engineers

The Army Corps of Engineers (the Corps) regulates placement of fill
in wetlands or waterways. Fill includes soil, rock, structures, or pil-
ings. An activity which places fill in a wetland may constitute a ‘loss’
that would require mitigation. The amount of mitigation depends on
the nature and quality of the wetlands affected and could be 1:1 (wet-
lands created: wetlands lost) for lower quality habitat or greater than
1:1 if higher quality habitat is affected. Access projects that would
include placing fill – such as soil or boardwalk – in a wetland or wa-
terway would require a permit under Section 404 (Clean Water Act -
Wetlands and Streams) or Section 10 (Rivers and Harbors Act).

Applying for a federal agency permit – such as with the Corps –
triggers a consultation with the US Fish and Wildlife Service.

Though boardwalks may seem like they limit
the extent of habitat damage, they’re still

considered ‘fill’.



VIIIB1.2 United States Fish and Wildlife Service

The USFWS reviews Section 404 or Section 10 permit applications
for potential impacts on Threatened or Endangered (T&E) spe-
cies . If T&E fish or their habitat could be affected by the project, a
National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) consultation may also be
required. NMFS generally reviews activities involving anadromous
fish while USFWS reviews activities involving other terrestrial and
aquatic species. All federal agencies must consult with the appropri-
ate USFWS when any activity permitted, funded or conducted by
that agency may affect a listed species or designated critical habitat,
or is likely to jeopardize proposed species or adversely modify pro-
posed critical habitat.

Specific concerns expressed by USFWS staff during meetings about
this study included potential impacts to endangered plants (trampling by
humans, shading by boardwalks) and potential for trails to bring humans
and their dogs close to sensitive wildlife habitat. Sensitive areas of par-
ticular concern to the USFWS included wallflower populations on the
Elk River spit, shorebird habitat and high tide roosting areas in Arcata
Bay, black brandt habitat (eel grass beds), and egret rookeries on Indian
and Woodley Islands. Increased access opportunities to wildlife areas
could also lead to an increase in illegal hunting and/ or shooting of wild-
life. Boardwalks over wetlands, creeks, or tidal channels have the poten-
tial to impact sensitive plant habitats (eel grass, pickleweed) and endan-
gered aquatic species (coho salmon, tidewater goby).

Impacts from bay access facility development can potentially be
mitigated . For instance, impacts to high tide roosting areas could
possibly be mitigated by installation of posts or other structures to
provide high tide roosting away from access facilities. Dog impacts
could be mitigated by enforcing leash laws and by providing areas
away from sensitive habitats where dogs are allowed such as ‘dog
parks’. Illegal hunting could be discouraged with improved regula-
tory signing and enforcement of existing laws. Although improved
bay access facilities may provide easier access to wildlife areas that
could be used by illegal hunters, these facilities will also increase
other public use, including law enforcement, which will act as a de-
terrent to illegal hunting.

VIIIB1.3 National Marine Fisheries Service

The National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) shares jurisdiction
for endangered species with the USFWS. NMFS jurisdiction gener-
ally applies to marine mammals, anadromous/marine fisheries , and
sea turtles. Around Humboldt Bay, there are several tributaries that
are historic habitats of the coho salmon (Oncorhynchus kisutch) a

Informative signs help the public become
better stewards of coastal resources.



federally listed species. Trail activities could affect listed species under
NMFS jurisdiction if they involve installation of stream crossings on
coho-bearing streams. Trails over slough channels could also affect
the tidewater goby, a federally listed fish found in Humboldt Bay
and its brackish water tributaries.

Any trail crossings over bay tributaries that provide habitat to coho
salmon or tidewater goby will require designs that will not adversely
impact fish passage or habitat. Bridges are generally preferred over
culverts  because they maintain a natural channel bottom and do not
require placement of soil over the crossing. Soil placed over culverts
has the potential to enter the stream and impact habitat. Any crossing
must be designed to convey 100-year storm flows under NMFS Guide-
lines for Fish Passage at Stream Crossings.

VIIIB1.4 California Department of Fish and Game

California Department of Fish and game (DFG) regulates activities
on the bed or banks of streams through its Stream Alteration Agree-
ment (Section 1600 et al) process. Stream crossing construction
needed for trails would require a Stream Alteration Agreement if any
structure is placed within the stream channel.

DFG also manages four wildlife areas around Humboldt Bay and is
responsible for enforcement of hunting regulations in areas where
hunting is permitted. As resource managers, DFG fish and wildlife
biologists are also concerned about human impacts on critical habi-
tat areas, especially wetlands and shorebird habitat adjacent to the
Mad River Slough Wildlife Area.

VIIIB1.5 Wildlife Habitat Considerations

When considering bay access facilities in wildlife areas, a regional
viewpoint is important. Wildlife managers have a concern that an
increase in public access could lead to a decrease in wildlife use of
any given area. Trail development in wildlife habitat areas should be
designed to avoid impacts on wildlife use. Cumulative impacts of
access projects around the bay should also be considered.

There is a valid concern that trails and access facilities negatively im-
pact wildlife. A study to determine and document potential impacts of
recreational use on wetland environments was conducted in 1989 in
the San Francisco Bay Area. In general the study, Public Access and
Wetlands: Impacts of Recreational Use, suggests that wildlife will be-
come acclimated to human disturbance over time, but that overall num-
bers and species diversity may decline in heavily-used areas.

For many reasons, study results cannot be directly applied to the
Humboldt Bay area, however, the results and recommendations can

Minimization of impacts to threatened and
endangered species, like salmonids, must be

a priority to access planners.



be used as a planning tool and guide for future research and access
plans locally. The following is generalized summary of conclusions
drawn from compiled research and field observations.

Conclusions:
• The field study noted that the areas with the most human activity

also had the least wildlife.
• Birds in the heavily used areas were disturbed less by human ac-

tivities, suggesting acclimatization. The amount of disturbance var-
ied with species and distance.

Recommendations:
• Development and management of wetland areas must be on a case

by case basis. Development for public access may not be appro-
priate for every area. Site-specific analysis is needed to incorpo-
rate the regional perspective and limit impacts to wildlife.

• Information regarding impacts of public access should be com-
piled and shared between resource management agencies.

Specific design recommendations:
• Trails should be marked and fenced, when needed, to prevent

vegetation trampling.
• Boardwalks should be at least three feet over the marsh surface

and have railings to prevent wandering and increase safety.
• Paths need to be planned carefully to allow for retreat areas for

birds and other sensitive wildlife.  There should be areas left open
without paths or other access.

• Interpretive centers should be located a significant distance from
the wetland to minimize impacts.  It may be necessary to build
the interpretive off the actual site.

• The most effective barriers to wildlife disturbance are high veg-
etation and channels. Incorporate these into any access plan.

A proposed research plan for the San Francisco Bay Trail Project Wild-
life and Public Access Study (Sokale and Trulio, 1996) was prepared
to develop a methodology for studying recreational impacts on shore-
birds. The objectives of this San Francisco Bay study were to assess
the biodiversity and abundance of wildlife in salt marsh and brackish
marsh habitats adjacent to trails compared to non-trail areas, control
sites; and to determine the short-term responses of bird species to dif-
ferent non-motorized, recreational trail uses. The research design was
meant to be used as a model for studies of similar habitats in other
locations and for use by trail desginers to minimize wildlife impacts
of trails. The second phase of the project developed criteria for trail
and control study sites, selected sites, and developed data collection
forms. The results will provide useful information on how to design
trails to minimize and mitigate trail impacts on wildlife.

The sensitivity of shorebirds to human access
is being studied in the San Francisco

Bay area.



The 1976 California Coastal Act is a broad statute designed to regulate
coastal development  so that it is , to the greatest extent possible, compat-
ible with preservation of coastal resources. The Act, and it’s region-spe-
cific ‘Local Coastal Plans’, guide coastal development and recreation
within the coastal zone. The Coastal Commission and local governments
enforce regulations that preserve the intentions of the Coastal Act.

VIIIB2.1 California Coastal Act

Section 30200 et seq of the Coastal Act sets forth development stan-
dards for planning and managing coastal resources. The following is
a partial summary of sections that may apply to coastal trails and
access development:

• Sec. 30213 – Lower cost visitor and recreational facilities… shall be pro-
tected encouraged, and, where feasible, provided. Developments providing
public recreational opportunities are preferred.

• Sec. 30220 – Coastal areas suited for  water- oriented recreational activities
that cannot readily be provided at inland water areas shall be protected for
such uses.

• Sec. 30223 – Upland areas necessary to support coastal recreational uses
shall be reserved for such uses, where feasible

• Sec. 30224 – Increased recreational boating use of coastal waters shall be
encouraged…

• Sec. 30233 – (a) The diking, filling or dredging of open coastal waters, wetlands,
estuaries, and lakes shall be permitted in accordance with other applicable pro-
visions of this division, where there is no feasible less environmentally damaging
alternative, and where feasible mitigation measures have been provided to mini-
mize adverse environmental effects, and shall be limited to the following:  (4) In
open coastal waters, other than wetlands, including streams, estuaries, and lakes,
new or expanded boating facilitiesand the placement of structural pilings for
public recreational piers that provide public access and recreational opportunites
(8) Nature study, aquaculture, or similiar resource dependent activities.

• Sec. 30240 – (a) Environmentally sensitive habitat areas shall be protected
against any significant disruption of habitat values, and only uses dependent
on those resources shall be allowed within those areas
(b) Development in areas adjacent to environmentally sensitive habitat areas
and parks and recreation areas shall be sited and designed to prevent impacts
which would significantly degrade those areas, and shall be compatible with
the continuance of those habitat and recreation areas.

• Sec. 30253 – (4) New development shall minimize energy consumption and

vehicle miles traveled.

VIIIB2.2 California Coastal Commission

The primary mission of the Coastal Commission, as the lead agency
responsible for carrying out California’s federally-approved coastal
management program, is to plan for and regulate land and water uses
in the coastal zone consistent with the policies of the Coastal Act.

The shaded area indicates the coastal zone,
as defined by the Humboldt Bay Area Local

Coastal Plan.



For any type of coastal development, consistency with the Coastal
Act or the applicable certified Local Coastal Plan is evaluated. Each
City and County in the coastal zone develops a Local Coastal Plan
(LCP) to incorporate Coastal Act policies on a regional level. These
plans are designed to create a partnership based on coastal steward-
ship between local and state agencies (www.coastal.ca.gov/qa99.pdf,
2001). The LCP is prepared by local governments to determine ap-
propriate use and conservation of coastal resources. The Coastal
Commission’s approval of LCPs transfers coastal permitting power
to local governments. Humboldt County’s Local Coastal Plan was
approved in 1983 and is currently being updated. The Cities of Arcata
and Eureka have their own Local Coastal Plans.

VIIIB2.3 Coastal Development Permits

To begin virtually any type of development within the coastal zone, a
Coastal Development Permit (CDP) must be obtained. The coastal
zone boundary varies throughout the County – current maps are on
file at the local Coastal Commission and County Community Devel-
opment (Planning) offices.

For development within the County’s coastal permitting jurisdiction, CDP
applications are filed through the County’s Community Development
office, are approved by the County Planning Commission, and in some
cases are appealable to the Coastal Commission. Applications within
the City of Arcata or the City of Eureka’s juristiction are filed with the
respective Community Development offices and approved the city’s plan-
ning commission.  The Coastal Commission retains permitting jurisdic-
tion over submerged lands, tidelands, and public trust lands. The stan-
dard of review for local CDP applications is the certified Local Coastal
Program, while development within the Commissions juristiction is the
Chapter 3 policies of the Coastal Act.

The permitting process is lengthy, and should be started long before
any coastal access project is scheduled to begin. All required CEQA
documentation should be completed and approved by the lead agency
before the application is submitted. The following list is the basic re-
quired findings for approval of a Coastal Development Permit for de-
velopment within the County’s coastal permitting jurisdiction.

• The proposed development conforms with the General Plan;
• The use is consistent with the purposes of the zone in which the

site is located;
• The proposed development conforms with all applicable stan-

dards and requirements of these regulations;
• The proposed location of the use and conditions under which it

may be operated or maintained will not be detrimental to the public

At the Sand Boardwalk in Asilomar, CA, trail
design and signage helps to focus recre-

ational use to appropriate areas.



health, safety, or welfare, or materially injurious to properties or
improvements in the vicinity; and,

• Finally, appropriate documentation and findings must be made
in compliance with the California Environmental Quality Act.

VIIIB2.4 Local Coastal Plan

The six Humboldt County LCPs, including the Humboldt Bay Area
Plan, are in the process of being updated and combined into one com-
prehensive plan. Trail development is not specifically outlined in the
existing LCP. However, LCP policies regarding recreation and ac-
cess encompass many of the same issues and can be utilized to deter-
mine consistency with the LCP. County staff have indicated that trails
will be more specifically addressed in the updated LCP.

VIIIB2.5 Beach and Dunes Management Plan

The 1994 Beach and Dunes Management Plan was developed to be a
comprehensive , enforceable plan that would preserve and enhance
beach and dune resources and accommodate the need for access
and recreation. The plan covers the dune area from Table Bluff to the
Mad River and was designed in response to increased off-road ve-
hicle (ORV) use. While there have been significant changes in land
use and ownership along both the South Spit and Samoa Peninsula,
the objectives and information in this plan remain pertinent. Any
plans for new access routes on the north and south spits should be
evaluated for consistency with this management plan.

A cooperative management plan is currently being completed to
improve coordinated implementation of beach and dune management
efforts. The focus of this plan is on ocean- and dune-coastal access
and resource management, however improved coordination between
agencies will benefit bay access planning as well.

Planning for trail compatibility with adjacent commercial, residen-
tial, and agricultural properties is relatively easy – if potential con-
flicts are planned for in advance. All adjacent landowners should be
included in the early design phase. They know the area better than
anyone else, and should be consulted to determine site-specific de-
sign needs.

For instance, unleashed trail-going dogs and inadequate fencing can
create conflicts with livestock on nearby agricultural properties.
However, if appropriate fencing is included in project design and
animals are required to be on leashes, these problems can be cur-
tailed before they develop.



In residential areas, primary trail planning issues include privacy,
aesthetics, safety, and appropriate trailhead/parking facilities. Usu-
ally, aesthetic fencing and landscaping costs can be included in the
planning stage and tailored to fit each residential property owner’s
needs. Trailheads should be small in residential areas, and otherwise
tailored to fit each neighborhood.

In commercial districts, trail planners need to consider:
• Potential conflicts with commercial traffic;
• Fencing and screening of ‘attractive nuisances’;
• Adequate trail corridor width for fencing needs (high fencing can

create uncomfortable ‘fence tunnels’ (Section VIG6.2);

One trail issue that can negatively affect any trail project if not planned
properly is ‘piecemeal’ trail development. Many trails need to be
built one piece at a time due to funding and planning constraints—
however, if interim measures for related ‘dead-end’ issues (and oth-
ers) related to segmented trails are not included, problems can arise
that frustrate property owners and reduce the usefulness of trails.

If communities decide that trails and coastal access facilities are a
priority, then the ability to offer incentives to landowners who dedi-
cate trail easements should be given to public decisionmakers.

Many landowners have questions about crime and liability. As noted
in Section IIF, statistics on rural, suburban and urban trails show that
crime rates are a fraction of what they are in the surrounding com-
munities (Rails-to-Trails Conservancy, 1998). Trail managers can-
not be held liable for injuries on public trails as long as no dangerous
obstruction has been placed on the trail (Zwerdling and Crowley,
1998), and neither can adjacent landowners for the same reasons.

Trails can be designed to fit into most situations isf planned care-
fully – they are, after all, small roads, and are, by and large, used by
families and others who want safe places to recreate and travel.

The costs of building trails and access facilities begin long before con-
struction. Appropriate trail design and development can be costly and
take time. However, while it is possible to ‘scrimp’ on design to reduce
the overall cost of a trail, it is not usually a good long-term decision. The
success of a trail is often dependent upon the quality of the design. Plan-
ning the trail to fit aesthetically with its environment; incorporating safety
features; addressing the concerns of landowners adjacent to the route;
discouraging unwanted uses; controlling trail-related impacts on sur-
rounding lands; and minimizing maintenance costs into the future are

Well-planned trails can add convenience and
value to residential areas, as they have in this

Idaho town.



all components of trail design. If planned carefully, trails and access
facilities will be safe and user-friendly, foster stewardship, work for trail
neighbors, reduce environmental impacts, and minimize maintenance
and enforcement headaches for the trail management entity or entities.

In addition, planning early for the long-term needs of trail users will
enable the trail to accommodate higher future use levels. Proactively
incorporating related components and facilities into the overall trail
design, constructing them when they become necessary will be easier
and less costly. Related components and facilities to consider include:
trail name, use, directional and regulatory signs, interpretive pro-
grams, parking, day use facilities, fencing, trash receptacles, dog
refuse disposal stations, drinking water and restrooms.

The actual costs of trail development and design vary from project
to project. All of the elements of building a small road should be
considered, including:
• Obtaining rights to and surveyed clarification of the proposed

trail corridor;
• Communicating with adjacent landowners, hearing their concerns,

and accommodating appropriate design needs;
• Environmental and land use permitting;
• Negotiating with multiple land and trail management agencies

for long-distance trails;
• Engineering costs of the trail itself, drainage features, structures

(such as bridges), and slope retention;
• Entrance barriers and landscaping;
• On-site route lay-out;
• Materials, trucking, and heavy equipment costs; and,
• Project management.

The highest costs generally associated with trail development are the
planning and permitting process and equipment operation. These
costs can be reduced if environmental and land use issues are man-
aged proactively and as early as possible, and if an agency can pro-
vide their own equipment and operators (or find contributions of one
or the other).

A phenomenon that NRS staff have consistently experienced on the
north coast – compared to other parts of California and the nation



doing active trail planning and development – is a ‘we can’t do it
because we don’t have the resources’ mindset. As noted in the previ-
ous section, funding opportunities are improving annually. The less
prepared this region is to compete for grant funds (by having pre-
liminary planning and project proposals complete), the fewer re-
sources will be available for trail and coastal access improvements.

Conversely, if regional coordination improves, projects are priori-
tized and ready ‘on the shelf’ for the annual grant deadlines and for
unanticipated funding opportunities, and there is a shift to proactive
project planning, trail and coastal access development will become
easier – and resources will become increasingly available.


