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Reclaiming the Land

by Katy Teixeira, agricultural communications student, Cal Poly, San Luis Obipo

	 The	Walters	Creek	Watershed	is	
located	on	Cal	Poly’s	Walters	Creek	
Ranch,	along	Highway	1	north	of	San	
Luis	Obispo.	The	land	of	the	Walters	
Creek	Ranch	area	is	predominantly	
used	for	cattle	grazing	and	was	
acquired	by	Cal	Poly	in	1982	from	the	
United	States	Military.	Since	then,	the	
ranch	has	seen	some	major	improve-
ments,	including	the	restoration	of	the	
Walters	Creek	Watershed.	
	 In	1993,	a	10-year	study	using	the	
paired	watersheds	of	Walters	Creek	
and	neighboring	Chumash	Creek	
was	initiated	to	evaluate	the	amount	
of	sediment	exported	from	the	two	
watersheds.	This	study	evaluated	the	
efficiency	of	the	best	management	
practices	on	the	water	and	rangeland	
quality	of	the	affected	Walters	Creek	
area	and	the	Morro	Bay	Estuary.		 	
	 Throughout	the	study,	Walters	
Creek	was	maintained	as	the	control	
watershed,	while	Chumash	Creek	
received	improvements	to	its	banks	
and	creek	bed.
	 Following	a	$310,000	grant	from	
the	California	Department	of	Fish	
and	Game	(CDFG),	a	partnership	

Morro	Bay	Estuary,	which	in	the	last	
100	years,	has	lost	nearly	one-third	of	
its	volume	to	sedimentation	from	it’s	
surrounding	watersheds.	
	 The	Walters	Creek	Riparian	
Restoration	Project	is	comprised	of	
many	aspects,	including	some	projects	
that	indirectly	protect	the	Walters	
Creek	banks.	The	development	of	off-
stream	water	sources	and	more	than	
6,000-feet	of	electric	fencing,	which	
helps	deter	the	grazing	animals	from	
the	creek,	are	just	two	of	the	improve-
ments	made	to	help	restore	the	natural	
habitat	of	the	Walters	Creek	area.	
	 During	the	summer	of	2003,	close	
to	167	acres	comprising	the	area	of	
“Back	Walters”	were	separated	by	
electric	fencing	into	five	rotational	
grazing	pastures,	and	one	riparian	
pasture.	Mark	Taylor,	coordinator	of	
the	Watershed	Restoration	project	
stated,	“Riparian	fencing	has	the	
potential	to	greatly	reduce	sediment	
delivery	to	the	bay.	Fenced	riparian	
areas	and	limited	grazing	lowers	the	
impact	from	livestock,	allowing	for	

Agencies work together to restore grazing on Walters 
Creek Ranch near San Luis Obispo.
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was	formed	between	Cal	Poly	
State	University,	the	California	
Conservation	Corps,	the	CDFG,	
Morro	Bay	National	Estuary	Program	
(MBNEP)	and	the	National	Ocean	
and	Atmospheric	Administration	
(NOAA)	Fisheries.	
	 The	primary	purpose	for	this	union	
was	to	restore	the	stretch	of	Walters	
Creek	that	runs	through	Cal	Poly’s	
Walters	Creek	Ranch	grazing	land.	
	 The	Walters	Creek	Riparian	
Restoration	Project	began	in	June	
of	2003	to	reduce	the	erosion	of	the	
banks	of	the	middle	reaches	of	Walters	
Creek	and	to	restore	the	natural	
habitat	of	the	Walters	Creek	area.		
	 Without	proper	management	and	
protection,	the	existing	crossings	and	
embankments	surrounding	Walters	
Creek	were	hindering	the	acces-
sibility	of	the	Walters	Creek	Ranch	
and	also	causing	the	deterioration	
of	the	natural	habitat.	The	project	
was	also	aimed	at	controlling	the	
amount	of	sediment,	nutrients	and	
pathogens	that	were	being	deposited	
from	Chorro	Creek	by	way	of	Walters	
Creek.	Chorro	Creek	channels	into	the	

Walters Creek arched culvert 
in the winter of 2005, several 
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flow	from	upstream,	and	to	produce	
a	more	natural	flow	downstream.	A	
joint-planted	headwall	and	endwall	
were	also	installed	to	minimize	
erosion	of	the	fill	material	around	the	
culvert.
	 More	improvements	were	made	to	
the	embankments	of	Walters	Creek	
through	the	inclusion	of	willow	mats	
along	one	head-cut	of	the	channel,	
and	also	through	decreasing	the	slope	
of	the	creek	bank	to	decrease	sediment	
inputs.	Different	management	prac-
tices	were	used	along	the	other	head-	
cut	of	the	creek	when	boulder-sized	
rocks	were	placed	to	re-enforce	the	
banks.	In	addition,	the	road	just	above	
the	second	head-cut	was	reshaped	
and	armored	with	gabion	sized	rocks	
to	prevent	future	
wear	and	tear	of	the	
embankment.
	 The	cooperative	
efforts	of	Cal	Poly,	
the	CCC,	the	CDFG,	
MBNEP	and	the	
NOAA	Fisheries	
have	given	a	second				
chance	to	the	habitat	
of	the	Walters	Creek	
Watershed.	
	 The	middle	
reaches	of	Walter	
Creek	now	provide	a	
restored	habitat	and	
a	place	for	returning	
wildlife	to	thrive.	
In	addition	to	the	
natural	predators	
and	wildlife,	Cal	
Poly	has	instituted	
a	well-managed	
rotational	grazing	
program,	along	with	
riparian	fencing	
to	protect	the	new	
growth	from	the	
grazing	cattle.	
Future	plans	for	the	
Walters	Creek	area	
provides	for	its	
utilization	as	a	
riparian	pasture,	
which	will	control	
invasive	weed	
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improved	bank	stabilization,	thus	
reducing	soil	erosion.”	
	 Along	with	the	fencing	project,	
three	water	traps	were	installed	in	
2003.	Taylor	further	commented	that,	
“A	pattern	of	damaging	creek	bank	
erosion	is	often	started	by	grazing	
cattle	wandering	into	sensitive	
riparian	areas	looking	for	drinking	
water	and	shade.”		
	 With	the	introduction	of	water	
tanks,	a	well,	troughs	and	piping,	the	
grazing	animals	are	no	longer	reliant	
on	the	water	of	Walters	Creek	as	their	
primary	source	of	water,	thus	cutting	
down	on	the	amount	of	potential	
bacteria	and	sediment	added	to	the	
creek.		
	 Changes	were	made	to	the	natural	
layout	of	the	lower	Walters	Creek	
watershed	by	the	U.S.	military	during	
the	1940’s	to	create	a	shooting	range.	
These	changes	included	the	creation	of	
five	stream	crossings,	improved	roads,	
and	the	development	of	berms	along	
the	creek.	
	 When	Cal	Poly	acquired	the	land	
from	the	military,	it	left	the	land	as	it	
was	for	a	period	of	time,	then	studied	
the	erosion	patterns	and	other	factors	
affecting	the	Walters	Creek	watershed.
	 With	the	objective	of	restoring	
wetland	and	riparian	habitat	from	
erosion,	the	recent	changes	made	
along	the	Walters	Creek	Watershed	
were	aimed	at	fixing	the	affected	areas	
that	had	eroded	and	improving	the	
pre-existing	creek	crossings.	These	
creek	crossings	were	first	constructed	
back	in	the	1940’s	when	the	land	was	
used	by	the	Camp	San	Luis	National	
Guard	for	military	field	maneuvers.		
	 Even	though	the	creek	crossings	
were	updated	about	fifteen	years	ago,	
they	were	beginning	to	wash	out	and	
were	upsetting	the	downstream	flow	
of	Walters	Creek.	
	 The	improvements	that	were	
made	in	2003	to	the	creek	crossings,	
included	the	removal	of	three	of	the	
failing	stream	crossings,	and	the	
replacement	of	culverts	in	the	two	
other	existing	crossings.	
	 The	newly	replaced	culverts	were	
realigned	to	better	accommodate	the	

One of two head-cuts 
at Walters Creek in June of 
2006, following restoration. 
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species	using	limited,	short	duration	
grazing.
	 The	restoration	efforts	in	the	
Walters	Creek	Watershed	have	already	
seen	positive	results.	In	a	recent	
article	published	in	Turning the Tide,	
a	newsletter	produced	by	the	Morro	
Bay	National	Estuary	Program,	Dave	
Highland,	a	fish	habitat	biologist	for	
the	Department	of	Fish	and	Game,	
commented	on	the	restoration	of	the	
Walters	Creek	area	saying,	“It’s	starting	
to	look	like	a	creek	again.”		Thanks	to	
the	restoration	project,	the	Walters	
Creek	Watershed	will	continue	to	
return	to	its	natural	habitat,	and	will	
have	a	beneficial	influence	on	the	
surrounding	wildlife,	plant	life	and	
especially	the	Morro	Bay	Estuary.


