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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Project Description

The River West Fresno project covers approximately 400 acres immediately west of Freeway 41
on the south side of the San Joaquin River up to the base of the bluffs within the City of Fresno
and the San Joaquin River Parkway (Parkway). The area, commonly known as the Spano
property, extends westward to Spano Park located at the end of Nees Avenue at the top of the
bluff. Most of the project area is disturbed annual grassland (261 acres) with several large ponds
(97 acres) formed from past mining operations, and 25 acres of riparian habitat found around the
ponds and banks of the San Joaquin River.

The opportunity to provide City of Fresno residents such direct public access to the San Joaquin
River and its riparian habitat is the single most unique asset that sets this property apart from
other lands within the San Joaquin River Parkway. This property also provides direct access from
Madera County via the Old 41 Bridge and Freeway 41 undercrossing. The undercrossing is the
current end point of the Lewis S. Eaton Trail (Eaton Trail) making this trail extension the most
logical next project for extending the Eaton Trail.

The Parkway Trust prepared conceptual design plans for extending the Eaton Trail on this site.
These were presented to the public in November of 2008. This plan was then revised after taking
into consideration comments from all members of the public, the regulatory, physical, and
financial constraints of the property, and changes that have occurred since those plans were first
developed. This revised design was presented to the public for review and comment in March of
2011.

The Lewis S. Eaton Trail is the most popular recreational element of the Parkway. Extending it
west from its current terminus at Freeway 41 with a connection to Spano Park and Northwest
Fresno will provide the largest benefit to the most residents of Fresno. It will also provide access
to residents from Madera County via the Old 41 Bridge. The public, through their comments,
support this trail extension and that it should be built as soon as possible. Adding elements or
designs to the Eaton Trail, or location changes that will add difficulty, controversy, time and/or
cost to its approval and construction need to be avoided. Infeasible alternatives must be
avoided.

A close second is access to the San Joaquin River. Residents want river access for numerous
reasons, ranging from hiking/biking/riding (horses), enjoying the river habitat, to boating, fishing,
and swimming. There is also concern and regulations over providing too much access, and how
much automobile access to provide. Citizens currently are using this section of the river, some
more responsibly than others. Opening this area to the public can help control unlawful use.
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Constraints and Opportunities Report

The Constraints and Opportunities Report presents the regulatory, physical, and financial
constraints of the property for extending the Eaton Trail and other amenities on the River West
Fresno site. Numerous government agencies have jurisdiction within this area at the local, state,
and federal level. Every regulation has specific criteria and process for complying, some more
restrictive or less flexible than others, or not allow approval if less impacting alternatives are
available. The following Executive Summary makes recommendations for initial development of
River West Fresno Project based on the Constraints and Opportunities Report, professional
experience and analysis, and taking into consideration public and all river stakeholder concerns
(see Map 5,Sheet 5 of 7; Map 6, Sheet 6 of 7).

Regulatory Restrictions

The river’s shoreline up to the river’s high water line is under the control of the State Lands
Commission but is open to the public. State Sovereign Lands are the area between the low water
marks on both sides of the river and not under the control or ownership of the Conservancy and
therefore outside the property boundaries of River West-Fresno. Land between the low and high
water marks are within the Public Trust, still controlled by the State Lands Commission but
owned by the upland land owner (See Map 3, Sheet 3 of 7, CSLC high and low water lines). Any
improvements within the Sovereign Lands or within the Public Trust would require a lengthy and
difficult application process through the State Lands Commission, and is therefore not
recommended. There currently exist numerous unimproved trails and dirt roads that provide
access to and through the riparian corridor/Sovereign Lands accessible from the proposed Eaton
Trail alignment and other existing unimproved trails/roads within River West Fresno. These will
satisfy the public need for river access without additional cost, time, or frustration in achieving
permit approval or denial.

In order to obtain a permit or lease from the State Lands Commission, a 404 Permit from the U. S.
Army Corps of Engineers (ACOE) and 401 Permit from the Regional Water Quality Control Board
Certification would be required. A 404 permit is needed for any project potentially impacting
navigable waters, known as Waters of the U.S., which includes wetlands and riparian areas.
The401 Permit is required in order to obtain a 404 Permit and is to ensure the proposed project
will not pollute any navigable waters. In order to obtain a 404 permit, an applicant must prove
there are no other project alternatives that meet most of the project requirements and will avoid
waters of the U.S. The proposed Eaton Trail alignment meets those requirements, therefore
making it very unlikely ACOE would issue a permit for an alignment with impacts.

The additional critical restriction within River West Fresno is the Federal Emergency Management
Agency (FEMA) 100-year floodplain and floodway zone designation (see Map 3, Sheet 3 of 7, Map
6, Sheet 6 of 7). Any proposed improvements within a designated floodway must not restrict any
flood flow or become an obstruction. In addition, any needed fill dirt for the project must come
from within the same floodway or 100-year flood zone so as to not increase the area of flooding.
This can increase construction costs or limit construction options, especially if proper fill dirt is
not available on site. The designated FEMA floodways are not completely consistent with the
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CLSC High Water Lines (see Map 3, Sheet 3 of 7) and are controlled by different regulators, so
would require additional permitting and review. Construction of the Eaton Trail within just a 100-
year flood zone (outside the floodway) is feasible, although any structures must be elevated
above the flood zone. All bathrooms are proposed outside both zones to avoid this additional
cost and added approval requirement. The Parkway Master Plan also contains policies
supporting the river’s beneficial use as a conveyor of flood waters. These are described in
greater detail in the document.

The San Joaquin River Restoration Program (SJRRP) is an ongoing federal project to restore
salmon to the San Joaquin River. This project is within the area proposed for salmon spawning.
The Stipulation Settlement has set the maximum river flows at 4000 CFS for approximately two
weeks in wet and normal years, estimated to occur 50 percent of the time (See Map ##). The
proposed Eaton Trail design avoids areas that would be inundated by these flows to avoid having
to close the trail during these expected flows and to avoid the anticipated higher maintenance
that would occur from inundation, from mud covering the trail to soil erosion (scour) requiring
trail repair or reconstruction.

The City of Fresno passed the San Joaquin River & Bluff Protection Initiative in April of 2010. This
initiative added additional requirements to prevent unauthorized motorized vehicle use and fires
on the river bottom, and reduce the spread and impact of a fire occurring within the river bluff
area. This project is in conformance with these new municipal code regulations. The Eaton Trail,
along with its associated landscaping, has the potential to act as a fire break, assisting with the
goal of reducing fire risks on the river bottom and bluffs.

The City of Fresno General Plan, Open Space/Recreation Element, contains objectives and policies
pertaining to the San Joaquin River Parkway Plan. These objectives and policies support the
development of the Parkway, Eaton Trail, and cooperative planning within the Parkway and
consistent with Parkway policies. The proposed design is consistent with the applicable General
Plan objectives and policies.

Policy F-8a requires any project adjacent to State Lands to submit plans and receive a letter from
the State Lands Commission stating whether the project encroaches on State Sovereign Land and
if a public trust easement is needed. If a public trust easement is needed, that must be included
with any application to the city, public or private. This applies to this project. The project is
recommended to stay outside State Sovereign Land, but will need verification from the State
Lands Commission.

Physical Constraints

There were many public suggestions on where to locate the Eaton Trail, many wanting the trail
location as close to the river as possible. This included placing the Eaton Trail on several of the
existing berms attempting to separate the ponds from the San Joaquin River channel. These
berms are generally about 20 feet wide on top, many with large breaches (breaks) and heavily
grown over. These breaches would have to be repaired or bridges constructed for the trail to be
located on them. Either of those repairs would require a 404/401 permit, as described
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previously, and also require a Streambed Alteration Agreement from the California Department
of Fish and Game. The SIRRP will need to repair these berms, or other alterations to the river
channel and ponds through this stretch to create suitable salmon spawning habitat. Itis simply
not financially prudent to spend limited resources to construct the Eaton Trail on berms and
other locations that will be affected by the SJRRP. At the time those are being planned, it will be
prudent to discuss extending a trail or relocating the Eaton Trail onto reconstructed berms or
nearer river banks and incorporating those trail improvements into the restoration plans.

Design & Parkway Policy Considerations

The Parkway Master Plan calls for the Eaton Trail to be designed within a 100-foot wide corridor
where feasible and to maintain a 150-foot buffer from wildlife habitats. The existing berms do
not allow for conformance with either of these policies, and likely do not provide adequate width
for the standard Eaton Trail design that includes parallel trails totaling 20 feet in width. All
berms, by their very nature, are adjacent to wildlife (riparian) habitat areas.

The proposed Eaton Trail alignment (see Map 5, Sheet 5 of 7; Map 6, Sheet 6 of 7) has been
designed as close to the San Joaquin River as possible while staying outside the jurisdictionally
controlled areas previously described. Additional Parkway policies were also taken into
consideration such as the riparian habitat and residential buffer zones. The private property
within the project site, that includes a home, is too close to the river to allow construction of the
Eaton Trail on the river side, therefore curves around the south side of the private property. A
landscape buffer will be incorporated into the trail design to reduce impacts where residential
buffer distances cannot be fully maintained. This applies to bluff residences and the on-site
private residence. In the future, if the on-site private property becomes part of the Parkway,
realignment of the Eaton Trail closer to the river can be proposed.

Public Access

Use of the Parkway by Fresno and area residents not living within walking or biking distance will
require automobile access and parking. This also applies to boaters wanting to launch canoes,
kayaks, or other non-motorized boats inside a manageable portaging distance. The Eaton Trail is
to be an Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) accessible trail, and due to the mostly level grade
on the River West Fresno property, makes it an ideal location for meeting those requirements.
The steep slope along the River Bluff does not allow for feasible ADA access from the bluff top
and access at the Freeway 41 undercrossing is too great a distance from any existing public
transit or parking to be considered ADA compliant without on-site parking. Providing parking
within River West at the north end of Freeway 41 right-of-way will provide ADA access to the
Eaton Trail and suitable portage distance for boaters. This location is outside the 100-year
floodplain so is a good location for restroom facilities and equestrian staging as well.

Pedestrian access and portaging of bikes and boats for the very strong will be provided via stairs
from either end of the existing bluff trail, and Spano Park where 16 parking stalls are striped at
the Nees Avenue cul-de-sac (see Map 5, Sheet 5 of 7; Map 6, Sheet 6 of 7). This is also the closest
location for access using public transit. On-street parking is available on Bluff Drive and Del Mar
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Avenue for those accessing the park from either end of the Bluff trail. Overnight parking is
prohibited on those streets. Additional restroom facilities (vault toilets) are proposed along the
Eaton Trail east of the access point to Spano Park, outside the 100-year flood zone.

Conclusion

There are many constraints, both physical and regulatory, within the River West-Fresno project
site, but there are also many opportunities to provide needed recreational facilities and river
access to the residents of Fresno. Map 4 and Map 6 identifies the recommended areas not to
build within based on the analysis of all constraints. The proposed design works within those
constraints to provide a project that extends the Eaton Trail, provides river access, meets ADA
requirements, protects private property, and is consistent with Parkway and government
regulations and with straight-forward construction (See Map 5, Sheet 5 of 7; Map 6, Sheet 6 of 7).
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