Livermore Area Recreation and Park District

Staff Report

TO: Chair Palajac and Board of Directors
FROM: Mathew Fuzie, General Manager

PREPARED BY: Marc Roberts, Land Agent / Planner

DATE: September 24, 2025
SUBJECT: LARPD Grazing and Vegetation Management Policies
RECOMMENDATION:

This item is for information only. Staff recommend that the Board of Directors receive this
report.

BACKGROUND:
At the July 9, 2025, LARPD Board of Directors’ Meeting, the Board requested information on
the District’s vegetation management practices for Sycamore Grove Park.

LARPD originally acquired the 364-acre Sycamore Grove Park property in 1975. Sycamore
Grove Park was expanded in 1999 and again in 2015 and now includes a total of 847 acres.
While the property was historically grazed with livestock prior acquisition, very limited livestock
grazing has occurred within the park since the LARPD acquired property. Over the last 25 years
LARPD has developed, adopted and initiated implementation of policies to manage vegetation
throughout its open space properties.

In 2002, LARPD adopted the Sycamore Grove and Veterans Regional Park Resource
Management Plan'. That plan assessed existing conditions and provided a variety of
recommendations to improve conditions at those facilities. The Plan noted that within the upper
portions of Sycamore Grove Park “a heavy thatch has developed that may prevent full utility of
the site by native plants and animals.” Among the recommendations in that Plan were
implementation of grazing and prescribed burn programs within the park.

In 2010, the Grazing Management Plan for the Livermore Area Recreation and Park District
Sycamore Grove, Brushy Peak and Holdener Park Properties’ was completed by Lisa Bush, a
California Certified Rangeland Manager. The Plan included an assessment of vegetation, soils,
aquatic features and associated threatened amphibians. It included specific grazing species
recommendations as well as specific grazing goals and standards to achieve fire hazard reduction
and improvements in native grasses and threatened species.
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On March 8, 2023, GM Fuzie informed the Board that he had started discussions with Paul and
Sheila Fagliano of Flynn Road Ranches about developing a pilot program for grazing at
Sycamore Grove Park. The pilot program would train staff on the fundamentals of cow/calf
operations, provide public education and refine grazing practices for Upper Sycamore Grove
Park. The pilot program would also evaluate fuel load reduction and impacts on native and
invasive species as well as validate lease requirements for future contracts. Overall, the goal of
the pilot grazing program would be to return upper Sycamore Grove Park to a safer, healthier
and more balanced ecosystem consistent with the adopted management plans.

On September 7, 2023, GM Fuzie gave an update on developing a grazing program on upper
Sycamore Grove Park to Facilities Committee. The program will be a 5-year pilot program that
would include fire safety, grazing education and would develop appropriate training and
standards for future grazing leases.

On February 26, 2025, GM Fuzie provided an update to the Board noting that staff is finalizing a
grazing lease agreement to implement the pilot program on upper Sycamore Grove Park and that
grazing would begin in March or April.

On March 28, 2025, LARPD entered a five-year grazing lease with Flynn Road Ranches for a
pilot program for upper Sycamore Grove Park.

On March 31, 2025 LARPD contracted with Koopmann Rangeland Consulting to provide staff
training on best practices for monitoring grazing, to provide an initial estimate of phytomass (the
total mass of plant material, including both living and dead material within an ecosystem), and to
provide a fall estimate of Residual Dry Matter which is used by land managers to access the
previous seasons’ grazing use and condition of rangelands as well as overall site health.

On April 1, 2025, cattle were introduced into upper Sycamore Grove Park.

On April 28, 2025, the Facilities Committee received an update on fencing in Sycamore Grove to
facilitate the grazing pilot program.

On May 5, 2025, and July 28, 2025, LARPD staff, representatives of Flynn Road Ranches and
grazing experts from NRCS and UC Extension held community outreach meetings in Sycamore
Grove Park.

DISCUSSION:

The 2002 Sycamore Grove and Veterans Regional Park Resource Management Plan
recommended a number of strategies for vegetation management including grazing and
prescribed burn programs within Sycamore Grove Park. The purpose of vegetation management
is to manage fuel loads, conserve and expand habitat and reduce invasive species. LARPD has
historically used small-scale prescribed burns in Sycamore Grove Park and has now added
grazing to the park.
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Prescribed Burns

Fire is a natural part of California ecosystems, including grasslands. The suppression of fire in
recent history has led to degradation of habitats that depend on fire as a part of their natural life
cycle. Prescribed burns remove accumulated material and suppress certain invasive species.
Burns impact the public use of the park in the short term as burn areas ideally should not be
disturbed until after new growth is firmly established in the spring.

The use of prescribed burns can be challenging. Prescribed burns compete with wildfires for
firefighting resources, require very strict weather conditions, and require significant permitting
including Air Quality permits.

LARPD has used periodic prescribed burns in upper Sycamore Grove Park over the last 25 years

to address thatch and fuel load. LARPD has also used burns on the northern portion of lower
Sycamore Grove, especially to address invasive species such as Thistle. However, burns do not
occur every year in Sycamore Grove because weather conditions and adequate fire resource
availability do not occur every year. Prescribed burns have been held in nine of the last fifteen
years. During that time portions of upper Sycamore Grove Park have been burned several times,
with most areas burned at least once, except for the uppermost portion of park. In general,
prescribed burns are limited in size (40-50 acres total) to minimize impacts on the park. LARPD
currently has a prescribed burn in Lower Sycamore Grove scheduled for November of this year.
In addition, to reduce hazards from uncontrolled wildfires, LARPD has adopted a Fire Hazard
Reduction Plan’.

Grazing
The 2010 Grazing Management Plan (Grazing Plan) was designed to enhance natural resources

and manage fire fuels through livestock grazing at Livermore Area Recreation and Park District's
Sycamore Grove Park, Brushy Peak Regional Preserve, and Holdener Park. The Plan found that
as demonstrated by research and observational studies, native grassland plant diversity and
habitat for the federally threatened California tiger salamander (CTS) (Ambytstoma
californiense) and California red-legged frog (CRLF) (Rana aurora draytonii) can be positively
affected by grazing. Additionally, some noxious weeds and fire fuels can be effectively managed
with grazing.

Utilization of livestock grazing was deemed beneficial because non-native annual plants that
now dominate most of California's grasslands, have degraded habitat conditions at these LARPD
properties. Without grazing, non-native grassland plants compete with natives for water and
sunlight and can prevent germination and growth of certain native plants. Grazing will also be
important in maintaining CTS and CRLF habitat to ensure a mix of emergent vegetation and
open water at locations such as Cattail Pond.

The Grazing Plan included general background information and site-specific recommendations
for each site. The Plan includes background information, a discussion of grazing purposes and
goals and objectives, and grazing guidelines as well as site-specific recommendations for grazing
areas at Sycamore Grove Park, Brushy Peak, and Holdener Park.

The plan also makes recommendations related to what species should be used to graze the
properties. The Grazing Plan evaluated the use of goats and cattle. Goats are best suited to small,
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steep or inaccessible open space parcels. However, because they are subject to predation, they
can overgraze areas if not closely monitored, and can defeat typical livestock fences, goats must
be always monitored by an on-site goat herder. Extensive use of temporary fencing is usually
required as well to manage goats. Goats are therefore a very expensive vegetation management
tool on a per-acre basis. In the case of Sycamore Grove Park, the Grazing Plan recommends that
LARPD use cattle, due to local availability, a relatively low predation potential as well as site
management goals related to avoiding overgrazing.

The Grazing Plan includes suggestions for seasonal grazing, stocking rates, and other
quantitative recommendations. However, the Grazing Plan notes that these suggestions should be
used as guidelines and are intended to be flexible to accommodate natural variations in forage
production and other site conditions.

Grazing Reintroduction

In April of 2025, livestock grazing was reintroduced to Upper Sycamore Grove Park to assist in
meeting the resource and vegetation management objectives prescribed in the Grazing
Management Plan. Staff utilized information and recommendations from a number of experts
and agencies to ensure that habitat and fire hazard reduction objectives in the Grazing
Management Plan are met in a sustainable manner.

As part of the grazing management on the property, annual rangeland monitoring is required to
ensure that grazing activity is effective, and forage levels remain within the prescribed target
Recommended Dry Matter (RDM) standards. RDM monitoring will also allow LARPD an
opportunity to assess the efficacy of livestock grazing and to make adaptive management
decisions in subsequent grazing seasons to more accurately meet the prescribed forage standards.
RDM monitoring and rangeland assessments will be conducted in the fall of each year, prior to
the first fall/winter rainfall (ideally in late September or early October). In addition to fall RDM
monitoring, LARPD will be conducting a spring phytomass assessment each year to determine
annual forage production estimates. Phytomass refers to the total mass of plant material,
including both living and dead material, within a given area of ecosystem.

Clayton Koopman, a certified rangeland manager with extensive experience in the East Bay was
hired to complete initial RDM and phytomass studies and to train LARPD staff how to complete
these analyses. While the recommended RDM standards in the grazing management plan call for
leaving no less than an average of 800 pounds per acre of RDM, the initial spring report* found
that the average phytomass throughout Upper Sycamore was in excess of 10,000 pounds per acre
with many areas in excess of 15,000-20,000 pounds per acre.

In addition to Clayton Coopman, staff have been coordinating with Jackie Charbonneau with the
US Department of Agriculture, Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) and Sheila
Barry, Bay Area Livestock/ Natural Resources Advisor with the University of California
Cooperative Extension (UC Extension) to ensure that best practices are utilized as we implement
the pilot grazing program.

The Grazing Management Plan estimated the long-term carrying capacity for Upper Sycamore
Grove Park at 691 Animal Unit Months (AUMs). This is the equivalent of 57 cows grazing year-

4
ITEM 6.1



round. However, based on the abundance of grazing forage and built-up thatch, our rangeland
manager recommends that the property be grazed at a more intensive rate of up to 100 cows year
round for 2-3 seasons and then transitioned back to a more moderate program once the property
is returned to a healthy state.

In addition, staff determined that vegetation within Cattail Pond had become so thick that access
to open water (which is needed by both California Tiger Salamander and California Red Legged
Frog) was significantly compromised. Previously staff had hand cleared a section of the pond by
hand, but this method is extraordinarily labor intensive, and the results are relatively short lived.
The Grazing Plan recommended cattle be used as another method of controlling vegetation
within the pond, as animals both trample vegetation as they access water and graze on the
vegetation in the shallow areas of the pond.

Current Conditions

Beginning in April, cattle were reintroduced to Sycamore Grove Park. Initially 44 cattle were
placed in the park. Additional cows were added after our Certified Rangeland Manager
recommended that we increase the number of cattle on the property to address the extraordinary
level of existing phytomass. By the end of April, 81 cattle were grazing in the park.

Grazing was initially concentrated on the western portion of upper Sycamore Grove due to the
level of thatch in the area and the need to remove vegetation from Cattail Pond to provide open
water access for special status species. This initial phase of grazing has met these objectives with
a substantial reduction of thatch, not just in the western portion of the site, but through the
central portion of the site as well as well.

There has been a substantial improvement in Cattail Pond as a noticeable portion of the
vegetation has been removed or trampled, substantially increasing the open water access. The
very high grass fuel loads have been reduced over most of upper Sycamore Grove Park. Later
this fall, just before the rainy season, Clayton Koopman will complete the RDM analysis to
quantify this improvement and make recommendations for stocking rates for the coming year.
These initial stocking rate recommendations will be adjusted, if necessary, based on winter
rainfall.

The lease for the property required a second water source be added by the tenant on the eastern
portion of upper Sycamore. That water source is under development with supplies moved onto
the site. Staff expect this second source to be operational by early October. Further development
of water resources is also anticipated in the lease, to distribute cattle more evenly across the site.
Development of water at multiple locations across a site is recommended in the Grazing Plan and
is considered a best practice for grazing. The NRCS provides resources to help complete water
projects. Staff will coordinate with the Faglianos and the NRCS to plan any future water projects
and update the Board prior to any grant applications or water development within the park.

Public Outreach

A key part of vegetation management within public parks that include grazing is communication
with park users. Information is included on the District’s website and additional information was
added based on public feedback. This information provides more complete information on the
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various plans that have been adopted, and why grazing is being used as a vegetation management
tool within the park. In addition, two information meetings have been held, on May 5, 2025 and
July 28, 2025. These meetings were conducted by LARPD staff with representatives of Flynn
Road Ranches and grazing experts from NRCS and UC Extension. About ten residents attended
each session. Concerns raised included how the vegetation looked in the areas that had been
grazed, discomfort sharing areas where cattle were present, cow pies on trails and a lack of
available information on the reasons for and goals of the grazing program.

Information was presented on goals for the program, how the program was monitored, as well as
information about cattle and how to interact safely with them when using the park. Staff and the
other experts addressed a number of questions and took suggestions on how to make the program
more transparent and understandable. Those suggestions have been incorporated into District
communications and additional information has been added to the District website.

NEXT STEPS:

Staff, consultants along with additional help from NRCS and UC Extension, will continue to
monitor the grazing pilot program to determine any adjustments necessary to maximize the
benefits of the grazing pilot program for wildlife, habitat and fire reduction.

The next public information meeting on grazing is scheduled for October 12, 2025, in Sycamore
Grove Park.
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