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. as a tool to co

— Don French, Watsonvil

By MARIANNE BIASOTTI
Sentinel staff writer
WATSONVILLE — The Santa Cruz

hr&hm — a 5-inch tall, scrubby weed
with sticky yellow flowers — is thwart-

ing plans to expand the Watsonville
Municipal Airport and to mine valu-
able clay beneath it.

Though it’s not known to provide
food or shelter to any specific insect or
other form of wildlife, the tarplant is
important, say scientists, because it is
a rare remnant of the county’s origi:

prairie habitat. The plant is also on the

‘county,” French

Tl

state’s endangered species list, and .

protected by the Department of Fish
and Game.

But to airport managers and city
planners, it’s a real pain in the grass.

“I believe we should protect the en-
vironment because it’s our world, but
when you weigh all the factors I think
the human species should be given
some kind of priority,” said Airport

. Manager Don French.

“We think this tarweed is being used
as a tool to control growth in this

Frenc @%
But scientists said the plant acts
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mport manager .

_there’s something wrong with the en-
. tire ecosystem.” -

an important environmental gauge. . .

“Essentially this plant is a member
of a plant community that has almost
been wiped out in Santa Cruz County,”
said Deborah Hillyard, plant ecologist
for state Department of Fish and
Game. “Its function is to tell you when
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WATSONVILLE — The unattractive plant
‘that threatens. to halt city
may not look daunting, but the Santa Cruz
tarplant has won past turf battles with the

airport expansion

ment would aestro
and interrupt the slough
er canceled the 900-unit project.
Other species of native
that have curtailed develo

ty: ;
® Long-toed salamander: The federally

In 1990, a housing development called The
Villages was challenged because it was
planned on a tarplant colony between High-
way 1 and Harkins Slough Road.

Environmentalists argued that develop-

protect%c} amlt))l;iai‘:ns were belie iadin
aro River s, and state z

plans to bulldoze thick river-
bed vegetation in 1988. A later study found
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alamanders live in other

: m-ts of Santa Cruz County, including Rio de]
r in Api:os. Development on those sites hag
N restricted for two decades,

e river bed,  nies are found on the proposed Glenwood Es-
tates and Golf Club site, a 276-unit h?fsﬁ
complex and golf course. The city approved

the project last year, but it was rejected by

the county.
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But tarweed surrounds most of
the vacant airport land, and threat-
ens to severely limit the expansion
French and others say is vital to
the landing strip’s future success.

* The tarweed also covers most of

for State-mandated groundwater

protection.

_Removal of the clay would also -

save the city money, French said.
It retains water and converts much
of the land around the airstrip into
a shallow pond during the winter,
nch said. The removal of the
clay would save the city an esti-
ated $200,000 in drainage costs.
: Imported clay is three times as
pensive as locally mined clay,
;:EPatrick Mathews, the county’s
solid waste engineering manager.
«An estimated 300,000 cubic
lare feet of clay near the airport
d be mined and sold for be-
een $3-$8 a cubic square foot,
ch said.
« “The advantage is that the coun-
ty and cities can buy the clay local-

{larweed came up,” said
oh.

e city discovered the airport
vered with the plant when it

counted nearly 460,000 plants.
+ “We have the largest population
m:-weed known to exist in the
orld,” said French.
It’s ironic, he pointed out, that
owing fields for the annual air
show actually helped the species
ve by ridding the area of com-
ing weeds. ‘
 City officials and environmental-
believe a compromise can be
out that would allow for
expansion and preserva-

gental impacts of mining. Bota-

’.

lk [ was a win-win situation until
t

as required to study the environ-

tion of the plant. In the next 12
months, the city will spend about
$25,000 on an environmental im-
pact report that will outline that
compromise.

“In this particular case it should
be easy to work something out be-
cause the two goals are not mutu- -
ally exclusive,” said Hillyard, ‘who
added that the airport propertyisa
large piece of land. “I don’t like
hearing this plant is stopping de-
velopment, because I don’t think it
18.”

But under state endangered spe-
cies standards, the city’s plan
would mean no loss of the pfnm,
Hillyard said.

Possible remedies suggested by
airport officials are to plant new
seeds in mile-long stretches be-
tween airstrips that now have no
tarweed, and to immediately re-
plant the tarweed after clay has
been mined.

“With the numbers of plants we
have, we felt they’d let some of the
areas be disturbed,” said
Watsonville’s Planning Director
Maureen Owens. i

Ecologists, on the other hand, ar-
gue that removing the clay might
inhibit the plant’s regrowth. &

“If they did replant the same ar-
ea there’s no way of knowing
whether they’d survive,” said bota-
nist Randall Morgan, who studied
the airport’s tarweed population.

The Department of Fish and
Game has suggested limiting air-
port expansion and clay removal to
the few areas that have no tar-
weed. !

While it’s too late to use city clay -
for the county’s Buena Vista Land-
fill in Watsonville — which could

have netted Watsonville between |

$75,000 and $200,000 — the clay
could be used when the county
landfill expands again in five
years.

plants and wildlife
pment in the coun-

ved to live in
Fish and Gam




