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CITY OF SANTA BARBARA


COUNCIL AGENDA REPORT

AGENDA DATE:
May 13, 2008
TO:
Mayor and Councilmembers

FROM:
Administration Division, Parks and Recreation Department
SUBJECT:
Front Country Trails Multi-Jurisdictional Task Force Management Recommendations
RECOMMENDATION:  That Council: 
A.
Accept the Front Country Trails Multi-Jurisdictional Task Force (Task Force) Management Recommendations; and
B.
Direct staff to work with the County of Santa Barbara and the Los Padres National Forest to develop a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) for the Management and Maintenance of the Front Country Trails.
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY:

Located within the front range of the Santa Ynez Mountains, the Santa Barbara Front Country Trails (FCT) include: Jesusita, Tunnel Connector, Tunnel, Rattlesnake, West Fork Cold Springs, East Fork Cold Springs, San Ysidro, and Romero Canyon.  Largely within the Los Padres National Forest, the FCT provide over 30 miles of trails for equestrians, hikers, trail runners, and mountain bikers.  Historically, the Forest Service has managed and maintained the FCT.  In recent years, management of the trails has become more challenging due to reduced funding, increased use, and trail conflicts.  Although originally constructed and maintained for equestrian use, and popular as hiking trails, use of the FCT has expanded to include cross country and downhill mountain biking.  In an effort to begin addressing these issues and broaden management responsibility for the FCT, the City, County, and Forest Service formed the Task Force in 2006.  The purpose of the Task Force was to develop recommendations to foster comprehensive and coordinated management of the FCT.   After many public meetings and stakeholder input, the Task Force approved a series of management recommendations for the FCT in February 2008.  Recommended for approval by the City Council, County Board of Supervisors and the Los Padres Forest Supervisor, the recommendations address administration, community outreach, and trail management and maintenance objectives.
DISCUSSION:

Background
Located within the front range of the Santa Ynez Mountains, the FCT are generally bounded by Highway 154, East Camino Cielo, and the communities of Montecito and Summerland.  The FCT include Jesusita, Tunnel Connector, Tunnel, Rattlesnake, West Fork Cold Springs, East Fork Cold Springs, San Ysidro, and Romero Canyon.  The FCT are largely within the Los Padres National Forest.  Before entering the National Forest, the Jesusita Trail and the Rattlesnake Trail begin in the City, and the San Ysidro Trail begins in Montecito.  
The FCT provide over 30 miles of trails for equestrians, hikers, trail runners, and mountain bikers.  Since they are located adjacent to the urbanized South Coast region, the trails are easily accessible to Santa Barbara residents and visitors.  Additional trails include those in Parma Park which is managed by the City, and trails in the Montecito and Summerland area that are managed by the County and maintained by the Montecito Trails Foundation.  In 1961, the City granted the United States Forest Service (Forest Service) a right of way easement for the building and maintenance of trails that pass through land owned by the City within the Los Padres National Forest.   
Historically, the Forest Service has managed and maintained the FCT.  With consistent funding reductions in recent years, the Forest Service has increasingly relied on volunteers for trail maintenance.  Trails groups such as the Los Padres Forest Association, Volunteer Wilderness Rangers, Santa Barbara Mountain Bike Volunteers, and the Montecito Trails Foundation have played an increasingly important role in trail maintenance.  Trails funding for the Santa Barbara Ranger District of the Los Padres National Forest has declined from $133,677 in 2003 to $22,700 in 2007.  The FCT represent 16 percent of the 186 miles within the Santa Barbara Ranger District.  
Trail Conflict

At the same time that the Forest Service has been less able to support trail management and maintenance, use of the trails has changed.  Although originally constructed and maintained for equestrian use, and popular as hiking trails, use of the FCT has expanded to include cross country and downhill mountain biking.  With the exception of fire roads and dirt roads, most front country trails are fairly narrow and steep.  Multi-use of the trails has resulted in conflict between hikers, equestrians, and mountain bikers.  In an effort to resolve the conflict, the Forest Service sponsored a working group of different trails stakeholders that met from 2003 to 2005.  While this group made significant progress, and developed a series of management recommendations, a number of factors precipitated the formation of the Front Country Trails Multi-Jurisdictional Task Force.  These include an accident between an equestrian and mountain biker in October 2005, ongoing conflict among trail user groups, interest from City and County elected officials, need for greater public discussion about trail management options, and the recognition that the Forest Service did not have the resources to be solely responsible for the FCT.
Front Country Trails Multi-Jurisdictional Task Force

Formed in 2006, the Task Force began meeting in January 2007.  As outlined below, the Task Force includes 2 members from the City Park and Recreation Commission, 2 members from the County Parks Commission, and 2 members from the Los Padres National Forest.    
· Steve Forsell (Task Force Chair) and Beebe Longstreet from the City Park and Recreation Commission
· Suzanne Perkins (Task Force Vice Chair) and Jim Hickling from the County Parks Commission
· Bruce Emmens, Public Use and Facilities Staff Officer, and Jeff Benson, District Recreation Officer, from the Los Padres National Forest
The purpose of the Task Force was to develop recommendations to foster comprehensive and coordinated management of the FCT.   Coordinated by the City of Santa Barbara Parks and Recreation Department, the Task Force also received staff support from the County of Santa Barbara Parks Department and Los Padres National Forest. 
Over the course of 2007, the Task Force held 9 public meetings to review and discuss trail management, maintenance and regulatory issues, trail classification systems, user education strategies, trails management funding, and natural resource protection considerations.  Meeting agendas and staff reports were posted on the City’s website.  The meetings were held in the City Council Chamber at 5:30 p.m. and televised on Channel 18.  Meetings were later rebroadcast by the County on Channel 20.

The Task Force also received presentations from trails community stakeholders, including the Los Padres Forest Association, Santa Barbara Mountain Bike Trail Volunteers, Montecito Trails Foundation, Los Padres Chapter of the Sierra Club, Santa Barbara County Trails Council, Los Padres Trail Riders, Santa Barbara County Riding and Hiking Trails Advisory Council (CRAHTAC), Multi-Use Trails Coalition, Santa Barbara New Trails Committee, and the Mission Canyon Association.   These presentations provided the Task Force with background information on the role and interest of the different trails organizations and advocates. On a regular basis, between 35 and 55 members of the public attended the Task Force meetings. 
FCT Management Recommendations
On February 6, 2008, the Task Force approved a series of management recommendations for the FCT and referred them to the City Park and Recreation Commission, County Parks Commission, and the Los Padres Forest Supervisor.  Included as Attachment 1 to this staff report, the recommendations represent the culmination of Task Force discussion during 9 public meetings, extensive public input, trails management research, and an assessment of the conditions, opportunities, and constraints within the Santa Barbara front country.  The recommendations are organized under 3 topic areas, including: Administration/Organization, Community Outreach/Education, and Trail Management and Maintenance.  
Administration/Organization Recommendations
1. Develop an inter-agency memorandum of understanding (MOU) between the City, County, and Forest Service for trail management, maintenance, and funding.
2. Develop a FCT Strategy.
3. Develop a funding plan to address trails planning and maintenance, capital projects, enforcement, and education and outreach.
4. Establish an inter-agency FCT Coordinator staff position.
5. Foster development of an umbrella non-profit community organization to assist with trail maintenance, education, fundraising, and community support. Confirm/Maintain multi-agency/non-profit partner agreements.  
Community Outreach/Education Recommendations
1. Re-implement education efforts, including trail signage, trail hosts, and other sources of information.
2. Develop interim voluntary trail use guidelines.
3. Build broader community support for the FCT by working with trail user groups to sponsor quarterly events/work days and an annual event to recognize volunteers and collaborative partnerships, among others.

Trail Management/Maintenance Recommendations
1. Conduct an assessment of existing trail conditions and use to evaluate the application and scope of a trail classification system.
2. Develop a trail classification system and trail standards that are appropriate to Santa Barbara’s front country.
3. Explore developing consistent standards for trails planning, policy, permits, and regulations.
4. Explore a Pilot Program with Trail Use Designations.

City Park and Recreation Commission and County Park Commission

Both the City Park and Recreation Commission and the County Park Commission considered and unanimously recommended acceptance of the FCT Recommendations on February 20, 2008, and April 24, 2008, respectively.
Trails Community Stakeholders
A number of trails organizations and advocates participated extensively in the process to develop the FCT Management Recommendations.  In addition to making presentations at the Task Force meetings, trails organizations and advocates participated extensively during public comment, and provided the Task Force and staff with trails management resources.  Through letters of support and public comment at a work session on November 17, 2007 and the meeting on February 6, 2008, a number of trails organizations and advocates expressed support for the proposed FCT recommendations.  These organizations, including the Santa Barbara County Trails Council, Los Padres Forest Association, Santa Barbara Mountain Bike Trail Volunteers, Los Padres Chapter of the Sierra Club, Montecito Trails Foundation, and the Multi-use Trails Coalition, also expressed their interest in working collaboratively and in partnership with the 3 agencies.  The Santa Barbara County Trails Council, which has members that represent the diversity of trails users, expressed its interest in serving as an umbrella organization for the FCT.  At their meeting on April 10, 2008, the Santa Barbara County Riding and Hiking Trails Advisory Council (CRAHTAC) recommended approval of the FCT management recommendations.

Memorandum of Understanding (MOU)
As noted above, a primary recommendation of the Task Force is for the City, County, and Forest Service enter into an MOU for trail management, maintenance, and funding.  An MOU would provide the vehicle for a multi-agency partnership.  An MOU would establish the intent and expectations of the partnership, respective agency roles and responsibilities, and planning/decision making framework, among other objectives.  An MOU would also establish broad priorities and funding commitments. Greater collaboration and an approved agreement between the three agencies would also likely result in better service to the community.  The MOU would be approved by the Santa Barbara County Board of Supervisors, the Santa Barbara City Council, and the Los Padres National Forest Supervisor.  
Next Steps
With acceptance of the management recommendations by the City Council, County Board of Supervisors, and the Los Padres Forest Supervisor, staff of the three agencies will move forward with implementation of the first recommendation, development of a MOU.  Once developed, staff will seek approval from the City Council, Board of Supervisors, and the Los Padres National Forest Supervisor.  It is anticipated that this work will be complete this summer.  
Concurrent with the effort to develop the MOU, agency staff will work with the Task Force and trails community stakeholders to begin implementation of the other recommendations, including the development of a FCT planning strategy and funding plan, education and outreach initiatives, and an assessment of existing trail conditions and use, among others.  A draft implementation matrix is included in the second attachment to this Council Agenda Report.
The Task Force will continue to meet in 2008 to provide direction and review results related to the management recommendations.  These public meetings will continue to be televised and held in the City Council Chamber at 5:30 p.m. on June 4, September 3, and December 3.  
BUDGET/FINANCIAL INFORMATION:

In addition to existing staff resources from each of the 3 agencies (estimated to be a total of 80 to 100 hours per month), direct expenditures to date for the Task Force total $3,000.  Direct expenditures include the cost to record and televise Task Force meetings on Channel 18 as well as the cost to video and amplify workshops held in other City facilities.  These costs are shared by the 3 agencies.  

A key recommendation that will be further outlined in the proposed MOU, is an agreement that the 3 agencies will share costs for implementation.  To better define these costs and institutionalize the partnership, City, County, and Forest Service staff will be developing a work plan that outlines resource needs during the development of the proposed MOU.  The costs to implement some of the recommendations, such as the FCT Coordinator position, are relatively easy to quantify.  Other recommendations, such as the development of the FCT strategy and funding plan, can be implemented with existing staff resources.  It is anticipated that the 3 agencies will also seek grant opportunities for specific projects and work closely with the trails community.  Given limited staff resources and funding, trails organizations and volunteers will be critical to the successful implementation of the recommendations.  When staff returns to Council with the MOU, additional information will be available about the ongoing commitment of existing staff resources as well as any new costs. 
SUSTAINABILITY IMPACT:  

In addition to providing valuable recreation opportunities to South Coast residents, the Santa Barbara front country of the Los Padres National Forest provides valuable natural habitat including oak and riparian woodlands, grasslands, coastal sage scrub, and chaparral.  The Los Padres National Forest is home to more than 468 fish and wildlife species.  Sustainable management of the FCT will ensure that these habitats and the species they support are protected and enhanced.  
Note:  Correspondence related to this item is available for review in the City Clerk's Office.
ATTACHMENTS:
1.  Front Country Trails Management Recommendations

2.  Draft Implementation Matrix
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