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The Elkhorn Slough Early Mitigation Partnership (ESEMP) brings regional stakeholders together 
to match transportation project mitigation needs with conservation opportunities, and to develop 
funding strategies to enable regional-scale mitigation in advance of traditional transportation 
project schedules.  The ESEMP serves as a model of balancing transportation needs with 
ecological protection and enhancement.  
 
The Elkhorn Slough watershed harbors the largest tract of tidal salt marsh in California outside 
of San Francisco Bay. This ecological treasure at the center of the Monterey Bay coastline 
provides much-needed habitat for hundreds of species of plants and animals, including more than 
340 species of birds. The watershed is located in northern Monterey County where sensitive 
upland areas surround the slough that drains into the Pacific Ocean at Monterey Bay. The 
Elkhorn Slough watershed is also an area that historically has experienced intense development 
pressures.  The need for numerous transportation improvements in this well-defined eco-region 
has been clearly identified. There are major capacity increasing and operational improvement 
projects planned on four state highways and three local roads over the next 20 years. 
 
Transportation project environmental mitigation has historically been conducted on a project-by-
project basis, and acquisition of land and implementation of compensatory mitigation usually 
coincides with the construction of the highway project. Monitoring for success generally follows 
for several years after a project is constructed. Remedial work required when success is not 
achieved as planned, has mixed results and can adversely influence negotiations with regulatory 
agencies/resource agencies for subsequent projects. Early mitigation planning and partnering 
maximizes the sustainability of mitigation efforts and builds confidence with the regulatory/ 
resources agencies and the public that transportation systems can be improved while the natural 
environment is protected and preserved. 
 
The purpose of the Elkhorn Slough Early Mitigation Partnership (ESEMP) is to collaborate with 
partners and regional stakeholders to develop mitigation sites for sensitive resources and funding 
strategies that provide for advanced regional-scale mitigation for multiple transportation projects 
within the watershed. By pooling resource databases from partners and regional stakeholders a 
baseline Geographical Information System (GIS) tool with mapping overlays that identify 
Special-Status Species, habitat types, plant communities, habitat connectivity, and development 
pressures within the Elkhorn Slough watershed was developed. This tool has already been used 
to identify the areas that provide the best mitigation opportunities for several transportation 
projects while advancing regional conservation goals. 
 



The identification of mitigation sites focuses on landscape-scale resource opportunities that 
provide potential for ecological connectivity, restoration, enhancement and protection for many 
natural resources including:  
 
• Wetlands that include both freshwater and saltwater marshes and riparian corridors  
• Oak woodland, maritime chaparral, and coastal prairie grassland    
• Federally-listed species such as the Santa Cruz long-toed salamander, California red-legged 

frog, California tiger salamander, southern sea otter, Monterey spineflower and Yadon’s rein 
orchid. 

 
As regional mitigation/adaptive management strategies are developed, decision-makers will take 
advantage of the technical expertise and best available science for the natural environment to 
meet the transportation mitigation needs and resource conservation needs within the watershed.  
 
The current Federal transportation act, SAFETEA-LU, requires that Regional Transportation 
Plans identify future mitigation needs and future mitigation sites through early coordination with 
state and federal agencies.  ESEMP supports the coordination of transportation planning and 
land-use planning through the early consideration of mitigation for transportation projects and 
identification of regional conservation opportunities.  ESEMP will benefit local transportation 
planning agencies as they develop their Regional Transportation Plans. 
 
The ESEMP promotes a more efficient expenditure of public funds for transportation projects by 
making investments early in the planning stages to compensate for unavoidable future project 
impacts to sensitive natural resources.  ESEMP also provides the opportunity to leverage private 
funding for early purchase and mitigation agreements that may be matched with public funds 
when the capital improvements are constructed.  
 
A Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) developed through the partnership is facilitating the 
integration of regional ecosystem-based conservation strategies into early mitigation planning 
and transportation decisions, while promoting good stewardship. Signatories to the MOU 
include: California Coastal Commission, California Department of Fish and Game, California 
Regional Water Quality Control Board, California Department of Transportation, Elkhorn 
Slough Foundation, Federal Highway Administration, Monterey County Planning Department, 
National Marine Fisheries Service, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, and the Transportation 
Agency of Monterey County. Other partners include the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers and 
University of California, Davis. 
 
The ESEMP is serving as a model for possible widespread replication throughout the state of 
California and the nation to promote transportation decisions that build infrastructure projects 
that also support restoration and conservation at the watershed level. The MOU is already being 
considered as a template for initiating a similar effort for transportation projects in Santa Cruz 
County. The ESEMP was awarded the prestigious 2008 Transportation Excellence Award by the 
Transportation Agency for Monterey County and was the recipient of the FHWA Exemplary 
Ecosystem Initiative in 2009. In addition, the ESEMP has received recognition through 
presentations given at national conferences and a recent publication in Ecology and Society. 
 
Additional details on the ESEMP are available at http://elkhornslough.ucdavis.edu. 
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