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Van Norden Meadow, perched at 

nearly 7,000 feet elevation on 

Donner Summit, is catching the 

eye of watershed and conservation 

scientists as its potential 

restoration comes closer to 

fruition. The Truckee Donner 

Land Trust acquired the nearly 

1,000-acre degraded meadow as 

part of the Royal Gorge purchase 

in late 2012 and considers it a 

prospective conservation gem. 

After 150 years of human 

intervention degrading the 

property, reclamation of a highly 

functioning wet meadow now 

appears within reach. 

 

The Land Trust brought together key stakeholders this summer, ranging from local business and 

government leaders to nationally recognized watershed scientists and wildlife experts, to explore 

opportunities for meadow restoration. The meadow ranks second highest nationwide among 

projects proposed under the federal Land and Water Conservation Fund. Legacy uses including 

the transcontinental railroad, 

Lincoln Highway, power lines, 

roads, pipelines, grazing, and dams 

have degraded the meadow’s 

natural habitat for more than a 

century. The result has been loss of 

wetlands, reduction of habitat, 

encroachment of invasive grasses, 

and alteration of the water table. 

Scientists are optimistic that the 

degradation is reversible. 

 

Proper meadow restoration will 

enhance habitat for amphibian and 

avian species, including the 

endangered willow flycatcher that 

has not been observed on the 

degraded meadow since 2007. 

Scientists and stakeholders visit a culvert in Van Norden Meadow. 

Watershed specialists examine the incised channel in Van Norden Meadow. 
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Scientists on the Land Trust’s tour agreed that high meadows are a crucial habitat in the Sierra 

and that California’s water supply benefits from healthy meadows. A meadow can act as a 

sponge, attenuating floods, slowing run-off, storing snowmelt, filtering and cooling water, and 

providing aquatic and riparian habitat. “It’s important to keep these sponges intact,” said Peter 

Mayfield of Gateway Mountain Center.  

 

Perry Norris, Executive Director of 

the Truckee Donner Land Trust, 

explained that the Royal Gorge 

acquisition strategy has always 

included the transfer of Van 

Norden Meadow to the U.S. Forest 

Service, which will conduct 

restoration after several years. 

When it restored Perazzo Meadows 

in recent years, the regional Forest 

Service demonstrated that it has the 

expertise, resources, and experience 

to revitalize Sierra meadows. The 

Land Trust’s meadow tour, in fact, 

began in Donner Summit’s Van 

Norden Meadow and ended 20 

miles north of Truckee at Perazzo 

Meadows, enabling participants to 

compare and contrast the two 

settings.  

 

Randy Westmoreland, the U.S. Forest Service hydrologist who led the Perazzo Meadows 

restoration, has only begun to study the hydrology and geomorphology of Van Norden Meadow, 

but he sees similarities between the two properties and believes that Van Norden restoration will 

have outstanding results. He showed before-and-after photos of Perazzo Meadows, illustrating 

how dairy farmers had drained the meadows for grazing and created one fast-flowing ditch that 

became incised by three to five feet. By reshaping the channel’s contour to form more than 40 

plugs in a two-mile stretch, the Forest Service slowed the flow, encouraged the waterway to 

resume its natural course, and re-engaged the channel with the flood plain. Similar work on Van 

Norden’s heavily incised channel could be equally rewarding, he predicted, and it would increase 

riparian and aquatic habit while raising the water table significantly. 

 

The Forest Service will aim to return Van Norden meadow to a more intact hydrological system. 

Westmoreland guided tour participants through Van Norden’s original bed of the South Yuba 

River, which was diverted to the south side of the meadow in the late 19th Century. The original 

watercourse used to spill and seep water into the meadow at several points, and there is evidence 

of a previous alluvial fan entering from the north. The historic water flow once spread across the 

meadow, diffusing the water’s energy, but now the surface-water is channeled into a ditch and 

rushes downstream, leaving the meadow high and dry. During the tour, scientists noticed several 

Visitors enjoy an overview of Perazzo Meadow restoration. 
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signs of historic pools, glacial moraines, and indications that the meadow could again retain 

water in contours that reflect the valley’s historic configuration.  

 

David Shaw of Balance 

Hydrologics has worked with 

various experts to summarize the 

meadow’s hydrology, 

geomorphology, botany, wildlife, 

and archaeology. He pointed out 

where high mounds in the 

meadow, created when glaciers 

pushed dense till into the valley, 

indicate that there could be a very 

healthy heterogeneity in a re-

watered meadow. He also reported 

that surface- and ground-water 

continues to flow into the meadow 

from upstream throughout the 

summer.    

 

 

Josh Viers of the University of California’s Center for Watershed Sciences picked up a rotund 

Western Toad from the incised channel running through Van Norden Meadow. He said that a 

wet meadow would be a very productive habitat for amphibians, including the Western Toad and 

Pacific Chorus Frog. He expressed optimism that the many environmental and academic groups 

represented on the tour could work 

together to get grant funding for 

important research and restoration 

work. In fact, scientists and 

advocates from The Nature 

Conservancy, the South Yuba 

River Citizens League, American 

Rivers, Point Blue Conservation 

Science, and the UC Center for 

Watershed Sciences agreed that 

Van Norden Meadow presents a 

rare chance to study the full effects 

of meadow restoration, because so 

much data has been collected prior 

to launching the project. 

 

The Land Trust’s Norris provided 

background on the dams that have 

been in place at the lower end of 

Van Norden Meadow dating back to the 1890s. The current dam has been deemed illegal by the 

State of California for two reasons. First, it stores water to which the Land Trust does not have 

Western Toads and other amphibians are expected to benefit from 
restoration of Van Norden Meadow. 

Perazzo Meadow stays lush, even in mid-summer during this third year of 
drought in the Sierra Nevada. 
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rights; and second, it stores more than 49 acre-feet of water, making it “jurisdictional” according 

to the Division of Safety of Dams. A lower dam retaining less than 49-acre-feet would be 

considered “non-jurisdictional” under the State’s dam safety guidelines. Further, the U.S. Forest 

Service will not acquire the property if it includes a dam that stores more than five acre-feet of 

water. The Land Trust is exploring options to bring the dam into compliance, take it out of State 

jurisdiction, and complete the meadow transfer to the U.S. Forest Service. 

 

Regardless of the dam’s fate, 

nearly all of the scientific, 

academic, conservation, and 

governmental entities that have 

studied the meadow consider 

restoration an attractive alternative. 

Ryan Burnett of Point Blue 

Conservation Science said that a 

wet meadow will support important 

migratory birds and provide 

outstanding habitat for waterfowl 

and highly threatened species such 

as willow flycatcher. If the dam is 

lowered and the reservoir’s open 

water is diminished, certain species 

such as the white pelican likely will 

go elsewhere during migration. But 

the white pelican’s breeding 

success will not be affected by a 

change in the Van Norden reservoir, because the Pelicans do not breed there, according to 

Burnett.  

 

Due to uncertainty about the dam and details surrounding the transfer of land from the Land 

Trust to the Forest Service, exact restoration plans have not been developed and project timing is 

unknown. Norris expects restoration to occur in two phases. The Land Trust likely will conduct 

initial mitigation and restoration, as determined by the State’s environmental permitting process. 

The Forest Service then will be responsible for long-term meadow restoration, and specific plans 

will develop after the land is transferred. 

 

The vision of a re-watered meadow appealed to all of the experts on the tour, for varying 

reasons. Catherine Davis Schnurrenberger, a botanist working with the Gateway Mountain 

Center, said that a healthy meadow would encourage the growth of sedges, which will out-

compete invasive reed canary grass that now appears in the terrain. Josh Viers pointed out that a 

higher water table will discourage encroachment of lodgepole pines, which currently intrude on 

the valley. Ryan Burnett of Point Blue envisions a wet meadow that will improve habitat for 

waterfowl and play a keystone role for migratory birds in late summer. His organization 

emphasizes the strategy of “Climate Smart Conservation,” and it considers subalpine meadows 

crucial to the Sierra. Rod Kelsey of The Nature Conservancy anticipates that mountain meadows 

will have increasing importance as the climate changes. Lisa Wallace of the Truckee River 

Tall grasses have taken the place of sagebrush and gravel beds in upper 
Perazzo Meadow. 
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Watershed Council has helped guide the successful restoration of Perazzo Meadows – which 

remain lush, wet, and green in mid-summer despite the third year of drought – and she sees 

tremendous potential for similar results in Van Norden.  

 

Westmoreland emphasized that it takes a lot of time to study the history, hydrology, and 

geomorphology of an area, and that it’s critical to understand a meadow on the ground before 

starting restoration. Thorough research is essential in designing effective projects. The dollars 

spent up front, he said, can be more important than the money expended on the actual restoration 

work. He’s optimistic and enthusiastic about the prospects for Van Norden Meadow. 

 

Reconnecting disjointed watercourses and restoring the channel of the South Yuba River, so that 

it flows across the meadow frequently, will enhance growth of existing plants and germinate 

existing native seed stock, resulting in a beautiful meadow with improved habitat. “It’s all 

intact,” Westmoreland said. “Just add water!” 

 

- # - 

 

Anne Chadwick, President of the Truckee Donner Land Trust, is a writer and photographer who 

splits her time between Donner Summit and Sebastopol. 

Upper Perazzo Meadow thrives in its third year of restoration. 


