Riparian Corridor Policy

Larry Ames

I

’ve mentioned San Jose’s “Riparian Corridor” policy a number of times over the years, but Helen the Editor points out that I’ve never really explained it or its importance to Willow Glen.  In 50 words or less, it is a City policy, first adopted in 1994, that says that the space adjacent to creeks and streams should be kept open for streamside trails and pathways, and for the preservation and restoration of riparian (“streamside”) habitat.  
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The policy defines the extent of the corridor: to the top-of-bank, or the edge of the existing riparian habitat, whichever extends further.  The policy then limits future construction or development within 100' of this corridor.  The policy has a number of exemptions, such as accepting a smaller setback downtown or for single residential (“in-fill”) lots in an established neighborhood.  Problems sometimes arise when the developer of a project wants to construct more units on a site than can comfortable fit.  The Planning Department and Planning Commission then review the proposal and make recommendations, with the City Council has final say in the matter.  Thus, sometimes the Department and/or Commission might recommend scaling back a proposed project so as to preserve adequate streamside setbacks for trails and habitat, and then representatives of the developers will then urge the City Council to override the recommendations; sometimes the Planning Department or Commission recommend policy variances, and then members of the community, including creek advocates, trail enthusiasts, and WGNA Boardmembers, address the Council to argue for preserving the riparian setbacks.  We win some, we lose some, and sometimes there is a middle ground that displeases everyone.  But, paraphrasing the City Planner who helped to write the Policy in the first place, now the City asks for 100' setbacks and developers sometimes argue down to 75', whereas before the policy the developers would propose no setbacks whatsoever and the City had to argue for whatever they could get.  


A number of us on the WGNA Board, together with other community representatives and environmental activists, are working with City Staff to help clarify and enhance the Riparian Corridor Policy language for possible inclusion in the upcoming General Plan Update.  WGNA will also continue to press for appropriately sized setbacks along streamside projects in and near Willow Glen, so as to allow room for habitat preservation and recovery, and to leave room for completion of the Los Gatos, Guadalupe, and Three Creeks Trails.
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