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Once an expansive coastal wetland system that 
supported the Pajaro Valley’s indigenous peoples, by the 
early 1900s the Watsonville sloughs were largely drained 
to enable the expansion of what has become some of the 
world’s most productive and important farmlands.  As the 
City of Watsonville grew up around them, the remnants 
of the drainage canals slowly faded, though many are 
still visible to this day. Parts of the slough system were 
filled for landfills, while other parts were mined for peat 
shipped to San Francisco and beyond. 

Amazingly, these very places most impacted are a part of an 
impressive conservation story. Watsonville Slough, behind 
the Ramsay Park Nature Center, was once a landfill; the area 
has since been transformed to support migrating waterfowl, 
and thousands of youth and families who participate in 
programs at the City’s Nature Center — currently being 
rebuilt as a LEED-certified educational facility.

The sloughs and surrounding grasslands once owned and 
mined by the Anderson Peat Mining Company were given 
to the State in the early 1980s as a condition of the permits 
that enabled the mining operations, following extraction 
of the rich peat soils.These were the first lands dedicated 

to conservation in the slough system, initiating the pres-
ervation of over 1,000 acres of open space and wetlands 
by many local and governmental partners, including the 
California Department of Fish and Wildlife, U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service, the Land Trust of Santa Cruz County, the 
City of Watsonville, and Watsonville Wetlands Watch. 

Today, some of these wetlands, including those artificially 
deepened by peat mining, support nesting ospreys and 
the first nesting pairs of bald eagles in Santa Cruz County 
in over 100 years. Restored grasslands have seen the 
return of burrowing owls and many other bird species 
and rare wildflowers once common in the Pajaro Valley 
and other coastal areas. And the sloughs continue to 
support some of the most impressive numbers of water-
fowl and migratory birds of any wetlands on the California 
coast — over 270 species by our volunteers’ last count.

Effective partnerships have been formed across industries 
and viewpoints, bringing non-traditional allies in conser-
vation together to advance the interests of a healthy  
environment. The construction of the City’s trail system 
in 2004 brought access to wetland areas, creating a safe 
transportation greenbelt and recreational gem used by 
many thousands each year. Today, there are over 9 miles 
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of trails, with new sections in development, getting us 
closer each year to realizing the vision of a 33 mile trail 
network that was adopted by the City as a part of the 
Urban Greening Plan in 2012.  

Also envisioned by this plan was a community-wide tree 
planting program, to increase the City’s very low tree 
canopy cover from under 8% to 30%. For the past four 
years, we have been building this program, and will soon 
surpass the 1,000 tree planted threshold, fueled by the 
efforts of high school student tree planters enrolled in our 
Climate Corps Leadership Institute. This program and our 
many educational initiatives have provided hands-on out-
door education, leadership development, and job training 
for over 30,000 young people since the opening of the 
Fitz Wetlands Educational Resource Center on the Pajaro 
Valley High School campus in 2005.

If the call to action at the time of our organization’s 
founding in 1991 was the protection of this incredible 
environmental resource, the call to action today is to 
uplift our community’s health as a central tenet of this 
work. Now, we must act to ensure the resilience of our 
community and our wetlands, as we face the challenge 
of climate change and the future demands of our region 

on its wetlands and environment. The next decades call 
for far bolder action by our organization, with the City 
and our many partners, to reach our shared goals for 
climate resiliency, preserved wetlands, and equitable 
environmental benefits. 

We will restore wetlands, their watersheds, and green 
infrastructure, to buffer against storms and floods, support 
wildlife, and clean the waters that flow to our local 
wetlands and the Monterey Bay. We will plant and care 
for many thousands of trees to shade and cool our streets, 
sidewalks, and bike lanes, clean our air, and mitigate heat 
stress. We will work to complete the Watsonville Area 
Trails Network, expand green jobs training programs 
for Watsonville youth, and provide outdoor educational  
programs that are accessible and available for every young 
person in our community, forging strong connections  
between our community and our environment that will 
ensure the continued stewardship of our wetlands. 

We’re deeply grateful for your support and partnership that 
makes this work possible. Together, we can achieve our  
vision of a thriving wetlands ecosystem with the community 
at the center of its conservation. The time to take the next 
steps toward making that vision a reality is now. 

Opposite, from left: A young volunteer plants a native plant in the  
wetland restoration area at Ramsay Park on World Wetlands Day 2022.
Restored wetlands support native flora and fauna such as Bur Marigold Bidens 
laevis (center) and the Western Tiger Swallowtail Butterfly Papilio rutulus (right).
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Using Agricultural Techniques to Restore 
Farmland to Coastal Prairie
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Left and below:
Community 
volunteers 
plant over 800 
native plants 
at our Ramsay 
Park restoration 
site on World 
Wetlands Day in 
February 2022. 
The Tomatero 
Farm crew helps 
us mechanically 
plant 80,000 native 
grass plugs over 
two workdays.

scale up grassland restoration efforts!  Following this 
mechanized planting, our restoration staff broadcast 
and incorporate native seed by tractor and care for 
the new seedlings in order to create a robust cover 
of native grasses and wildflowers.  

Restoration work on this site and throughout the prop-
erty has successfully supported breeding California 
red-legged frogs and other sensitive species, while 
improving long-term productivity and sustainability 
of the farmlands. We are grateful to our agricultural 
partners and the Land Trust of Santa Cruz County, for 
aiding us in our work restoring farmlands to healthy 
wetland and upland environments. 

87,000 
Native Plants 
Planted on  
Restoration 
Sites in 2021 
throughout the 
Watsonville 
sloughs

Ecosystem restoration is slow and patient work. We collect native plant 
seeds, our staff and volunteers propagate them in our on-site greenhouse, 
and we transplant seedlings with the help of hundreds of community 
volunteers who join us for our 4th Saturday Habitat Restoration work days. 
We have been working with nature to restore grassland habitat and 
riparian habitats for more than a decade at some sites. And we are now 
seeing the fruits of our collective labor.

Twelve years ago, Watsonville Wetlands Watch, the Santa Cruz Resource 
Conservation District, and the Land Trust of Santa Cruz County developed 
a management plan for the then recently acquired Watsonville Slough 
Farm. This ambitious plan called for restoration of wetlands and strategic 
retirement of farmland on the steepest slopes adjacent to the wetlands in 
order to restore habitat and protect farmland. A central vision of this plan 
was to work cooperatively with growers to demonstrate how to effectively 
integrate ecological restoration with large scale farming practices. Our 
aim was to pilot and facilitate adoption of new restoration practices that 
could be used where wetlands and open spaces are adjacent to farmland 
throughout the Pajaro Valley, region, state, and beyond.

One such project, now three years into implementation, is a native 
grassland restoration project that is reestablishing 12 acres of coastal 
grasslands, along Hanson Slough (see cover photo).  This area is a maturing 
ecosystem supporting native plant communities and the birds and wildlife 
that rely upon them, capturing carbon, and sustaining returning raptor 
populations, such as ospreys, burrowing owls, and bald eagles, that find 
food and habitat in these restored ecosystems.

To scale up our restoration practices, and accelerate the recovery 
of our wetlands and their upland habitats after decades of use as 
farmland, we have adopted agricultural techniques. We work with a 
local seedling grower to prepare tens of thousands of native grass 

“plugs” and partner with local growers such as Tomatero Farms to share 
equipment, expertise, and personnel to mechanically plant acres of 
grassland a day — increasing our effectiveness, speed, and ability to 
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In the past year, we have expanded community partnerships and 
secured additional resources to expand our youth internship opportunities 
and environmental education programs. Under the leadership of our 
Director of Education Programs, Martha Arciniega, our Education staff 
and volunteer docents are connecting youth to the natural world, fostering 
the development of their environmental identities and leadership capacity, 
and supporting their mental, emotional, and physical health. 

Expanding the Climate Corps Leadership Institute
This winter, Watsonville Wetlands Watch was awarded one of the first-ever 
Youth Community Access Program grants funded by the Proposition 64 
marijuana tax to support public, educational, job training, and outreach 
programs for youth. We have been granted $300,000 over three years 
to increase youth outdoor access and support education and job training 
through the Climate Corps Leadership Institute (CCLI). 

WWW launched the CCLI in 2020, in response to the need for safe, in- 
person learning and employment opportunities for Pajaro Valley youth 
during the Covid pandemic. Building upon our past Green Careers  

program, CCLI is designed to increase youth access to and comfort 
in the outdoors, provide career and technical training, and to develop 
local environmental and climate change solutions and focused initiatives 
for the Pajaro Valley and Monterey Bay region. This grant provides the 
resources to develop and expand the program over the next three years 
in a sustainable way, so that more local teens can participate and benefit.

During their second year of the program, youth will develop and lead 
their own community-wide climate action projects and conduct outreach 
at local events, serving over 7,000 students over the three year period. 
Second-year CCLI interns will also be placed in environmental internships 
with local government and businesses to gain additional job skills and  
increase their career readiness. We have had program graduates recruited 
to paid internships with community partners such as the Bird School 
Project and UCSC’s Fort Ord Natural Reserve. Two CCLI interns, Karla 
Leyva and Jesus Basulto, are currently piloting their farm-to-cafeteria 
project with nearby Esperanza Community Farms, harvesting and packing 
hundreds of healthy salads for summer school students at PVHS. 

Fostering Community Resilience  
through Youth Leadership Below: CCLI interns and WWW staff removing 

invasive plants on a restoration site along 
Watsonville Slough.

98



10 11

Afterschool and summer environmental education
The Wetland Stewards afterschool program, funded by Pajaro Valley 
Unified School District Extended Learning, private foundations, and donors, 
supported training and leadership development for 12 new wetland high 
school mentors and provided in-depth and hands-on outdoor learning after 
school for over 400 middle and elementary school students throughout  
the year.

With generous funding from PVUSD Extended Learning, for the second 
year we offered four one-week wetland summer camp sessions in June 
and July for PVUSD students, ages 9 to 12, at no cost to participating 
families. Students spent time outdoors, exploring the local wetlands, 
learning about native plants and animals, making craft and art projects, 
and building their science skills through activities such as native plant 
seed collection. A healthy lunch and snacks were provided daily. This 
enriching summer learning opportunity for children provides essential 
support for local working families. Our Education team also provided 
in-classroom wetlands education for PVUSD elementary summer school 
students, grades K-4 at local schools.

Field trip partnership with Land Trust of Santa Cruz County
This year, the Land Trust of Santa Cruz County and Watsonville Wetlands  
Watch formalized an educational programming partnership at the  
Watsonville Slough Farm (WSF) property located off of Lee Road, which 
has been a conservation priority for WWW since the time of our founding 
in 1991. This new aspect of our partnership has grown from many 
successful years of collaboration.  

For over a decade, WWW has implemented large and impactful habitat 
stewardship and restoration projects and collaborative sustainable 

agriculture practices with local growers. Through 
this new partnership, we are expanding student 
visits to the property, which includes rare and 
sensitive wetland ecosystems, bringing more 
than 1,000 students to WSF over 46 field trips this 
year. The groups that are visiting WSF include our 
Wetland Wonders program for 5th grade Pajaro 
Valley Unified School District (PVUSD) students, the 
Wetland Stewards afterschool program (PVUSD 
elementary and middle school students and their 
high school mentors), the Climate Corps Leadership  
Institute high school interns, and the birding course 
for Watsonville Adult Education. 

Waste reduction at Pajaro Valley Schools with 
the City of  Watsonville
This year, in partnership with the City of Watsonville, 
our Watershed Education and Restoration Specialist 
Yesenia Jimenez mentored members of the Green 
Grizzlies environmental action club at Pajaro Valley 
High School in reducing their carbon footprint 
through an on-campus composting initiative that 
diverted 500 pounds of food waste from the landfill 
and a clothes swap to bring awareness to the 
climate impacts of fast fashion. The Green Grizzlies 
were recognized as School Waste Reduction Hero 
Award winners this May by the PVUSD and the City 
of Watsonville.

6,517 
Students  
Served

27 
Youth Paid  
Internships

5,200 

Total Volunteer 
Hours

31 

New Volunteers 
Trained in  
Annual Volunteer 
Training Course

45
Community 
Events and 
Workshops 
Hosted

“These programs have created and formed me into 
the leader I am today. They gave me a platform to 
connect with my community and revealed to me the 
power of my voice as a young Latina. … It sparked 
my self-confidence.”Sofia Fernandez

In 2021
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Ariana Cabrera Alexander, Pajaro Valley High 
School Class of 2022 graduate, says, “As a 
younger kid, I was never too good at studying  
science. Yet, I was curious about nature and 
the science behind it.” Ariana joined the  
Ecology Club at Lakeview Middle School, 
where she learned to research and make 
presentations about environmental issues. 

“I became more confident taking leadership 
and presenting,” she says.

Ariana was impacted greatly by the pandemic  
quarantine, when opportunities for learning 
and socializing were curtailed drastically. 
Looking toward her senior year and the re-
turn to in-person instruction, Ariana wanted 
to “meet new people and practice my social 
skills again.” She learned about Watsonville 
Wetlands Watch internship opportunities 
from her science teacher Gary Martindale 
and decided, “I’ll put myself out there and 
try new things.” Her lifelong love of animals 
and curiosity about nature motivated her to 
apply to the Wetland Stewards program.

During the program, she built upon her lead-
ership skills that she developed as the team 
captain of her volleyball team. From WWW  
Education staff, Ariana learned how to set  

STUDENT PROFILE 

Ariana Cabrera Alexander
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Below: Ariana introduces a youngster to 
Rusty, WWW’s Pacific gopher snake, on 
World Wetlands Day 2022 at Ramsay Park.

Ariana Cabrera Alexander, 
inaugural year recipient  
of the Marion Palm  
Memorial Scholarship 

ground rules and hold boundaries, manage a class, and lead by example. 
The internship was her “first real job experience,” and she learned valuable 
lessons about professionalism, responsibility, and commitment.

Education Programs Coordinator Stephanie Rios says, “It’s been really 
fun to watch Ariana’s interests in the environmental field grow. Younger 
students just gravitate towards her because she has a natural calm 
teaching tone of voice, allows her students to be curious and ask 
questions, and is great at sharing conservation messaging.”

Ariana looks back fondly on the field trips that the interns took during the 
year that put her in direct contact with scientists and graduate student 
researchers. The field work with small rodents at UCSC Ford Ord Natural 
Reserve and the outing to the Pajaro River levee to study raptors with  
Dr. Zeka Glucs and the UCSC Predatory Bird Research Group were 
highlights for Ariana. Coming into her senior year, Ariana “had no idea of 
my major.” After a year as a Wetland Steward intern, she will be pursuing 
collegiate studies in environmental science and geology. She will begin 
her studies at Cabrillo College this fall, with plans to transfer to CSUMB 
or Fresno State to complete her Bachelor’s degree. 

Serving as a Wetland Steward, Ariana developed belief in herself, found 
the direction for her future studies, and is now “really excited” about 
the future. She looks forward to exploring career possibilities in science 
through internships, research, and community service. Coming out of a 
year and a half of online instruction during the pandemic,  
this internship was just the opportunity  
she needed. Ariana says, “My whole  
future depended on this program.” 
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Fruit tree workshops 
held at local parks, 
community gardens, 
and farmers’ markets

Species of 
trees planted

Trees planted to 
date throughout the 
City of Watsonville

Neighborhood 
Parks, Streets, 
and Trails 
where trees 
were planted

Fruit trees 
adopted 

Potential new 
branches for 
birds to perch 
and nest on

3616 38
493

938 23,450

Rising to the challenge of a warming planet will  
require us to foster resilience to the impacts of 
climate change, especially among those most vul-
nerable. Since launching the Watsonville Community  
orest Program in 2018, Watsonville Wetlands Watch, 
with the assistance of Climate Corps Leadership  
Institute (CCLI) interns and community volunteers, 
has planted 938 trees in the City of Watsonville. Over 
thirty varieties of shade trees have been planted  
in 38 neighborhood parks, streets, and trails, to  
provide shade, cool sidewalks and bike lanes, and 
help reduce surface temperatures. Our Restoration 
staff and CCLI interns provide on-going care and  
watering for these trees as they get established.

Through 16 bilingual workshops held at local parks, 
community centers, and farmers’ markets, Watsonville 
residents have adopted nearly 500 fruit trees to plant 
in their gardens, including citrus, avocado, fig, loquat, 
and apple varieties. In addition to providing a host of  

Growing Climate Resilience —  
Watsonville’s Community Forest

Above from left: 
Alma Leonor-Sanchez, 
Restoration Technician, 
waters shade trees at  
Callaghan Park. 

Alexa and Tanya, 
two Climate Corps 
Leadership Institute 
interns, plant a Coast 
Live Oak (Quercus 
agrifolia) on the Pajaro 
Valley High School 
campus.

Community members 
adopt avocado trees 
at a workshop held on 
World Wetlands Day 
at Ramsay Park.

environmental benefits, these trees will grow to provide 
fresh, nutritious fruit for local residents. 

Everyday, these trees are cleaning our air and ground-
water, sequestering carbon, and providing a respite 
from the heat for City residents and habitat for resident 
and migratory birds. This year, we will surpass the 1,000 
tree milestone, as we continue our outreach efforts to 
involve local homeowners and business owners in tree 
planting. Our goal is to reach 10,000 trees planted in the 
coming years. Through our urban forestry work, and the 
environmental education and leadership development 
of local youth, we are ensuring the health, resilience, 
and stewardship of the Pajaro Valley environment for 
future generations. 

For more information about the Watsonville Community 
Forest, visit watsonvilllecommunityforest.org

Why plant trees?
Photo: Tarmo Hannula, Register-Pajaronian

Pounds of air 
pollution removed 
annually by trees 
planted to date

Metric tons of Co2 
to be sequestered 
by trees planted 
to date

9%

Current 
Watsonville 
tree canopy

30%

Tree canopy 
goal

2,431

1,407

Pounds of air 
pollution removed 
annually by trees 
planted to date

Metric tons of Co2 
to be sequestered 
by trees planted 
to date

9%

Current 
Watsonville 
tree canopy

30%

Tree canopy 
goal

2,431

1,407
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Thank You for Your Commitment  
to Our Wetlands

Financials

Revenue 
($1,308,452)

Expenses 
($1,110,200)

Note: A portion of the revenue that is greater than expenses is due to multi-year grants received in 2021.

We are grateful for your generous support in 2021. 
Thank you for joining us in restoring and preserving 
our wetlands, growing our urban forest, and educating 
and training our community’s future environmental 
stewards, advocates, and leaders. We could not be the 
effective organization that we are today without your 
many and diverse contributions to this work! Together, 
we are realizing our vision of community-centered 
wetlands conservation and environmental resilience.

You can make a lasting impact on our wetlands with 
a legacy gift. Your generosity will support our future 
community-centered environmental conservation 
work toward a thriving wetlands ecosystem in the 
Pajaro Valley. To learn more about planned giving 
options and our Legacy Circle, email us at legacy@
watsonvillewetlandswatch.org or visit our website 
watsonvillewetlandswatch.org/legacy-giving. 

Watsonville Wetlands Watch is partnering with the City 
of Watsonville to establish a LEED-certified Nature  
Center at Ramsay Park with expanded hours 
and programs that will engage the community in 
environmental conservation and sustainability and 
serve as a gateway to the wetlands and trail network. 
The new center will be a shared nature hub where 
Watsonville Wetlands Watch will have staff space 
and offer environmental education and conservation 
programs. Fundraising for this project is well underway, 
with more than $2.5 million in public and private funds 
already committed. We are raising the remaining $1 
million needed to develop new bilingual and culturally 
relevant educational exhibits and outdoor learning 
spaces. To learn how you can support this project, 
email Executive Director Jonathan Pilch at jonathan@
watsonvillewetlandswatch.org.

To see our statement of financial position, 990s, and other financial reports, 
please go to www.watsonvillewetlandswatch.org/annual-reports

“I’ve gained 
a new passion 

for caring for 
the earth. I 

always knew 
that taking 
care of our 
planet was 

important, but 
didn’t know 
how I could 

help. This 
program has 

helped me 
learn how to 

care for the
environment.”Felisa Chavez Leon

Revenue

53%
($695,832)
Government 

grants & 
contracts

6%
($76,488)

Non-
government 

contracts

1%
($12,038)
Plant sales, 
Merchandise, 
Workshops & 
Training 17%

($225,444)
Individual, 
business & 
organizational  
donations

23%
($298,650)
Grants, private 
foundations

Expense

36%
($395,815)
Education

3%
($31,320)

Youth stipends

50%
($551,042)
Restoration

5%
($50,050)
Administration

7%
($81,973)
Development 
& community 
outreach
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Many Thanks to our Board, Staff,  
Community Partners, and Funders!

Board of  
Directors

Donna Bradford 
President

Jerry Thomas 
Vice President

Teresa Delfino 
Treasurer

Alexa Rosendale 
Secretary

Bob Culbertson

Sam Earnshaw

Patrick Fitz

Chris Johnson-Lyons

Sarah Lopez

Karina Moreno

Dawn Reis

Adam Scow

Kim Tschantz

Staff

Jonathan Pilch 
Executive Director

Jose Alanis 
Bilingual Education 
and Outreach 
Specialist

Martha Arciniega 
Director of Education 
Programs

Ornella Bonamassa 
Administrative  
Manager

Daniel Casella 
Restoration  
Specialist

Cara Clark 
Restoration Director

Noelle Fletcher 
Volunteer  
Coordinator

Emily Howard 
Senior Education 
Projects Manager

Community Partners and Funders

California Department of Fish and Wildlife

California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection’s Urban 
and Community Forestry Program

California ReLeaf

City of Watsonville

Community Foundation for Monterey County

Community Foundation of Santa Cruz County 

David and Lucile Packard Foundation

IF Foundation

J. Miles and Rosanne Reiter Family Foundation

Land Trust of Santa Cruz County

Lawrence Hall of Science, Bay Sci Program

Nancy Buck Ransom Foundation

National Oceanic and Atmospheric Association, BWET Program

Natural Resource Conservation Service

Pajaro Valley Unified School District

Repass Rodgers Family Foundation

Resource Conservation District of Santa Cruz County

Resources Legacy Fund

Rose Foundation for Communities and the Environment

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service

Many private landowners, growers, and businesses

Partnerships allow us to expand and grow our impact. Thanks 
to the following organizations, agencies, and foundations for 
their continued collaboration and trust in us. 
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Yesenia Jimenez 
Watershed Education 
and Restoration  
Specialist

Stephanie Rios 
Education Programs 
Coordinator

Alma Leonor-Sanchez 
Restoration  
Technician

Aimée Mizuno 
Education  
Specialist

Amanda Romo 
Restoration  
Technician

Brooke Sampson 
Development and 
Community  
Outreach Director

Chloe Wilson 
Administrative  
Assistant



Watsonville Wetlands Watch

Fitz Wetlands Educational Resource Center 
500 Harkins Slough Road

Watsonville, CA 95076

831-728-1156

watsonvillewetlandswatch.org

Watsonville Wetlands Watch is a 501(c) (3) nonprofit organization, Tax ID #77-0519882

“I want teenagers my age and those who are 
younger to know that they can make a change, that 
they can be a leader, that their voices are heard, that 
even small actions make a difference.”  

Alan Ruiz  
Climate Corps Leadership Institute intern, 2021 – 22  
and Wetland Steward 2019 – 21
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