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Dear Friends of WWW,

As these uncertain times unfold, I find myself reflecting on both our 
accomplishments over the past nearly 30 years and where we need to take 
our work in the weeks, months, and years ahead. 

It is clear how important our past work has been allowing us to rise to meet 
the challenges of this moment: the work to preserve wetlands and open 
spaces, and the habitat they support; to champion and be a key partner in 
building Watsonville’s trails network; to develop environmental education 
programs that speak to the heart and expand inquisitive minds; to support 
young leaders and to build a broad and diverse staff, organization, and

Executive Director’s Message coalition of youth and community members who hold our wetlands and 
natural environment as central to the well-being of our community.  This is 
essential work!

Our work is inherently hopeful.  We act with strength and purpose and 
we’re forging ahead doing what we do best to preserve nature and restore 
ecological integrity while deepening efforts to implement projects that 
directly impact community health and meet our collective needs now and 
long into the future.  Throughout this report you’ll find stories of impact 
from the past year and updates on where we plan to go as we chart our 
course ahead.  As always, your partnership is our most trusted and valued 
asset, as it is truly the people and partnerships in this community that 
make our work a success.

     Jonathan Pilch
     

     Executive Director



Wetlands in 2020 Climate Corps Leadership Institute Launches

At the end of last year we asked our community to support a new initiative: 
Wetlands Actions for Climate Transformation (ACT).  Hundreds of 
supporters, like you, gave generously and spurred a tremendous focus 
and energy toward building programs that address climate change with 
meaningful local action.  These includes:

• Development of a new curriculum for elementary, middle, and high 
school students that teaches young people about climate change in a 
way that resonates with them and generates interest and local action, 

• Expansion of the Watsonville Community Forest Project, designed to 
sequester carbon and provide many other health benefits, which has 
resulted in the planting of hundreds of new trees on streets, parks, and 
schools, including the development of an adopt-a-tree program for 
Watsonville homes and schools,

• Restoration of new wetland habitat that is targeted to support wildlife 
in adapting to environmental changes associated with climate change, 
and 

• Launching of the Climate Corps Leadership Institute (more on this on 
the next page).  

Climate Change is a great global challenge creating a tremendous urgency 
for regional actions that have local and global impact.  Watsonville 
Wetlands Watch remains dedicated to addressing the needs of those most 
vulnerable to the impacts of climate change, including both the residents of 
our community and the wildlife that rely on our wetlands as they transform 
to adapt to these rapid environmental changes.  

Over the coming months we will deepen and expand these efforts by 
advancing both practices and local policies that can make meaningful 
progress. This is the power of a community of people dedicated to a more 
resilient planet and a healthy populace. Watsonville Wetlands Watch deeply 
appreciates your support and partnership in turning vision into action and 
real results.

This summer Watsonville 
Wetlands Watch launched 
Climate Corps Leadership 
Institute (CCLI), a new 
environmental leadership 
and academic and vocational 
training program for 
Watsonville area teens. Its 
design supports our strategic 
initiative on Wetlands ACT. 
CCLI combines our wealth of 
knowledge and experience in 
developing leadership skills of 
local youth, providing hands 
on experiences in nature, 
and sparking an interest in 
environmental career fields. 
Participation in CCLI is a 
launching point for a year 
of service, action, and paid 
training opportunities for our 
Watsonville youth.

Watsonville teens spent four 
days a week this summer 
working to address global 
climate change while receiving 
valuable virtual job training, academic experience, and earning a financial 
stipend to help support themselves and their families. Interns planted trees 
throughout the Watsonville community, assisted with wetland restoration 
projects, and native plant propagation in our nursery at the Fitz Wetlands 
Educational Resource Center. The online educational component covered 
topics including climate change, future career opportunities, and academic 
pathways that advance environmental knowledge.  

Students are building on these lessons this fall as they continue learning 
and working toward addressing climate change and growing as leaders. 

Shown above: A CCLI intern propagating native plants. 



For over 15 years, the Wetland Stewards program has helped older teens 
teach younger students about the wonders of our wetlands and importance 
of our community’s natural environment. This year, our talented Wetland 
Stewards provided in-person education to over 300 elementary school 
students, virtually taught over 400 students about wetlands, removed 
over 200 pounds of trash from our sloughs on Coastal Cleanup Day, and 
introduced over 400 community members to wetland benefits on World 
Wetlands Day! 

We are so proud of their accomplishments! They’ve demonstrated resilience 
and flexibility this past school year, particularly when we unexpectedly 
switched to virtual learning, including a virtual graduation!

Being a Wetland Steward while sheltering in place: Sofia was a 
Wetland Steward when the COVID-19 Pandemic resulted in shelter in 
place orders. To ensure continuous educational engagement, WWW 
switched to online lessons. When asked how being a Steward helped 
her while sheltering in place, she replied, “It has helped me to be more 
social and communicate more efficiently with different age groups. 
With younger kids, I can talk at their level while with older relatives, I 
can talk to them in a way that is engaging and clear.”

Shown below: Scholarship recipients from left to right are Juan Escamilla, 
Brenda Neponocuno, Brianna Melgoza, and Linda Bravo.

We are honored to help youth who have participated in our programs with 
their college expenses. This year four of our most outstanding teens received 
scholarships to help them take the next steps in their educational careers. 
New this year is the Haifley Family Scholarship. We’d like to thank the 
Haifley Family for their generosity in helping a local student attend college. 
Scholarships often play an important part in supporting local students with 
their college experiences. To learn how you can support an exceptional 
WWW youth with a scholarship opportunity, please contact ileana 
Brunetti, our Development and Community Outreach Director, at ileana@
watsonvillewetlandswatch.org.  

Ms. Linda Bravo earned $500 through the El Mercado Popular: Make 
A Difference scholarship that supports the transformative power of 
community service. She plans to attend UC Berkeley this fall. 

Ms. Brenda Neponocuno and Mr. Juan Escamilla received the Hofmeister 
scholarship of $500 each to help them with their expenses as they enter 
Cabrillo this fall. 

Ms. Brianna Melgoza has been named the inaugural Haifley Family 
Scholarship recipient. She will receive $4,000, over four semesters to 
continue her studies in molecular environmental biology at UC Berkeley 
this fall. 

Shown below: Linda Bravo’s Wetland Stewards Experience While 
Attending UC Berkeley Fall 2020:       

     

“While in Wetland Stewards, I taught 
elementary and middle school students about 
our local wetlands and their importance. I 
also participated in community events such as 
World Wetlands Day, Coastal Cleanup, and 
Earth Day. During these events, I got to teach 
my community about the environment that 
surrounds us. In college, I hope I can meet 
others who care about the environment and 
who want to take action in order to better the 
environmental culture of our school.”

2020 Scholarship RecipientsWetland Steward Mentors Create Community 
Impact



Watsonville Slough and Harkins Slough are the two longest running 
sloughs in the Watsonville Slough System.  While Watsonville Slough 
forms the backbone of the slough system, extending from the center of 
Watsonville and out to the ocean, Harkin Slough extends from Larkin 
Valley down toward Watsonville Slough. The confluence of these two 
waterbodies has been noted in the historical record as the place where tides 
intermixed prior to the construction of the tide gates, near the mouth of 
the Pajaro River, in the 1930’s.   In the 1980’s, a portion of Harkins Slough 
near to this area was used for extensive peat mining and through the 1990’s 
and early 2000’s both Harkins Slough and Watsonville Slough were farmed 
for row crops.  

Today, the deep waters of Harkins Slough support nesting osprey and 
bald eagles and nearby ponds support breeding California red-legged 
frogs.  Over the past year we completed a large 4-year habitat restoration 
installation which converted historic farmland that could no longer reliably 
be farmed due to seasonal flooding.  Restoration work included grading a 
new slough channel, and use of over 130 pounds of native seed and 15,000 
plants.  This restoration work means the waters of Watsonville and Harkins 
Slough can mix in the summer months and new seasonal wetland and 
grasslands now support a tremendous diversity of wildlife, including nesting 
waterfowl, migratory ducks and shorebirds and California red-legged 
frogs. The project was made possible by the support of a private landowner 
working with the Natural Resource Conservation Services Wetland Reserve 
easement program, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and Watsonville 
Wetlands Watch. Just upstream is a restoration project on property owned 
by the Land Trust of Santa Cruz County, where Watsonville Wetlands 
Watch is working with the Land Trust and the Resource Conservation 
District of Santa Cruz County to restore even more wetlands and habitat.

Remembering Our Sloughs’ Downstream Connections

The vast majority of water that falls on city streets in Watsonville drains 
to the wetlands through storm drains.  Even though wetlands have the 
spectacular ability to clean water by transforming nutrients, metals, bacteria 
and other pathogens, what drains from the watershed has a significant 
impact on the health of our wetlands as well as the Pajaro River and 
Monterey Bay Marine Sanctuary.

For this reason, we are partnering with a number of public and private 
landowners to develop treatment pathways for run-off that improve water 
quality before it gets to our wetlands. 

The Middle Struve Slough Wetland and Water Quality Enhancement 
Project is one such example.  Working in collaboration with the City of 
Watsonville Public Works and Utilities Department, under a grant from 
the Department of Water Resources, we are designing a series of storm 
drain outfall treatment and catchment systems that will treat urban run-off 
before it enters the sloughs. The impacted area is along Struve Slough and 
the Upper Struve Slough trail which extends from Main Street to the upper 
most trailhead at Pennsylvania Avenue.  Below these treatment facilities 
we are designing habitat enhancement features that support a diversity 
of wildlife as well as a public boardwalk where trail users can immerse 
themselves and learn about why good habitats and water quality go hand-
in-hand.  

Shown below: An Osprey fishing in Harkins Slough. Photo courtesy of 
June Yoshida.

Restoration at the Confluence of Watsonville and 
Harkins Slough
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Volunteers Keep Us Moving

This past year, our volunteers made a big difference! We’d like to extend 
a big thank you to the over 800 volunteers  in our community who have 
donated their time, expertise, and resources in furthering our mission.  This 
group includes docents who have assisted with over 200 student field trips 
and a tremendous number of educational projects, volunteers in our native 
plant nursery and demonstration gardens, community science monitors, 
and restoration project volunteers.  

In 2019, this hard-working group donated over 8,000 hours! This meant 
we were able to increase the number of native plants in our community, 
restore our native wetland habitat and support the continued education of 
local youth from elementary school through highschool and local colleges. 
Your dedication and passion keep Watsonville Wetlands Watch moving and 
growing in support and appreciation of our local wetlands. 

We have a variety of volunteer opportunities to meet your interests! To 
learn more, contact Noelle Fletcher at noelle@watsonvillewetlandswatch.
org. All volunteer opportunities follow the most current public health 
guidelines and are conducted in a safe manner. 

Shown below: Congressman Jimmy Panetta volunteering at a World 
Wetlands Day restoration project.

Watsonville Wetlands Watch is dedicated to the preservation, 
restoration, and appreciation of the wetlands of the Pajaro Valley. Our 
stewardship includes not only the wetlands but the resources entrusted 
to us by our generous donors.

Thank You!

The above audited financial revenue accounting aligns with the 2019 Statement of 
Activities, revenue without donor restrictions, in order to conform with previous 
Watsonville Wetlands Watch annual report financials. To see the fully audited financial 
statements, please visit our website at watsonvillewetlandswatch.org.



If you would like to volunteer, please contact us! If you would like to make 
a donation or planned gift to support our work or explore partnership 
opportunities, email or call Ileana Brunetti, our Development and 
Community Outreach Director or Jonathan Pilch, Executive Director.

Watsonville Wetlands Watch is proud to count on the support of its 
community of volunteers, including its Board of Directors, donors, 
youth, and staff. 

Board of Directors
Donna Bradford, President
Jerry Thomas, Vice President
Teresa Delfino, Treasurer
Mica J. Hall, Secretary
Chris Johnson-Lyons 
Sarah G. Lopez
Bob Culbertson
Sam Earnshaw
Patrick Fitz
Dobie Jenkins
Karina Moreno
Dawn Reis

Staff
Jonathan Pilch, Executive Director
Emily Howard, Education Director
Ileana Ortega Brunetti, Development and 
Community Outreach Director
Ornella Bonamassa, Administrative Manager
Canaan Lewin, Administrative Assistant
Stephanie Rios, Education Program Coordinator
Noelle Fletcher, Volunteer Coordinator and Community Science 
Technician 
Laura Rodriguez, Environmental Educator
Aldo Lopez, Restoration Specialist
Daniel Casella, Restoration Specialist
Lorena Mendoza, Restoration Technician
Yesenia Jimenez, Watershed Education and Restoration Specialist

Board and Staff

Community Partners
The City of Watsonville, Pajaro Valley Unified School District, Resource 
Conservation District of Santa Cruz County, Land Trust of Santa Cruz 
County, California Department of Fish and Wildlife, U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service, Natural Resource Conservation Service, The Community Foundation 
of Santa Cruz County and many private landowners, growers and businesses.    To learn more about these programs or to donate please call  

831-728-1156 or visit our website at watsonvillewetlandswatch.org.

Get Involved

Watsonville Wetlands Watch would like to thank the many people 
and organizations that come together to “preserve, restore, and foster 
appreciation of the wetlands within Pajaro Valley.” Each and every one of 
you is an important part of what we do. 

Want to make an even greater impact?

Become a Super Supporter

Northern Harriers and Leadership Circle 
supporters are vital sustaining partners in 

our work of protecting and restoring the 
wetlands and providing environmental 
education for students and community 
members. You make a vital difference 
to our community by providing a 
steady flow of resources that allows 
us to continue doing important 
work now and well into the future.

Become a Northern Harrier 
by making $250 or more in 
contributions each year or step 
up to the next level and join the 
Leadership Circle by making 
$1,000 or more in contributions 
each year. 

Include Us in Your Planned Giving
By including the Watsonville Wetlands Watch in your estate plan you 
will make an impact on the lives of future generations, give back to your 
community, and create a legacy that will last forever!

Thank You!



The COVID-19 pandemic has changed the fabric of our daily life in 
immeasurable ways. As we adjust and find new ways to stay connected at 
a distance, to protect ourselves and our loved ones, nature forges ahead 
in its cyclical rhythm. Our Restoration team continues to nurture and 
revive important wetland habitat along Watsonville’s 10 miles of trails and 
throughout the slough system in partnership on public and private lands. 
It is one of the important ways we are sustaining our community’s spirit 
during these trying times. 

Our dedicated Education team is tending to the next generation at every 
virtual turn and working hard to ensure that Watsonville’s young people 
are learning about our wetlands and staying engaged with their education 
and the world around them through these challenging times. 

This summer we reached over 3,000 students online and provided 
leadership and career development opportunities for older teens through 
our Climate Change Leadership Institute. In this pandemic our 
educational structure is often shifting and though this fall’s programming 
is still unfolding, we are striving to maximize our impact on the 
development of young students and future leaders through creative 
programs that support them in excelling in their academic work through 
their connection to our wetlands and environment.  This includes building 
and distributing take-home kits for Watsonville students, developing 
engaging virtual content, and sustaining and growing our Climate Corps 
Leadership Cohort who will be planting trees, working in our nursery, 
and restoring wetlands over the course of the next year.

Though our public interactions are changing, the heart and spirit of our 
connection remains the same. We continue to care for and nourish our 
community’s unique wetlands ecosystem and the human spirits of those 
that rely on it during uncertain times. 

“Watsonville Wetlands Watch is ultimately preparing a generation of 
environmental leaders, policymakers, and educators who will see us 
through to a more vibrant tomorrow.” -Paul Garcia, Wetland Steward 
Graduate, UC Berkeley Student

Wetlands Watch Adapts to COVID-19

In 2019, Watsonville Wetlands 
Watch Restoration volunteers 
and staff planted over 17,000 
native plants throughout the 
wetlands and added 340 trees to 
city streets, schools, parks and 
neighborhoods.

In 2019, Watsonville 
Wetlands Watch 
Educational programs 
served over 4,200 local 
students.

Paul Garcia - Wetland 
Steward Graduate and UC 
Berkeley Student
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