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Stanford’s newly changed Habitat Conservation Plan flawed...again 
University tries to avoid addressing impacts of Searsville Dam 

 
Stanford University has informed federal resources agencies it intends to 
dramatically modify its proposed Habitat Conservation Plan, which has already 
been through public review, to exclude all of the university’s activities related to 
the controversial Searsville Dam, while still seeking permits and exemptions from 
provisions of the Endangered Species Act for the water diversion system 
supplied by the dam and reservoir. 
 
“Stanford’s biological approach and legal compliance with this conservation plan 
for endangered species makes no sense, again,” said Matt Stoecker, director of 
the non-profit coalition, Beyond Searsville Dam. “The folks at Stanford who are 
preparing this document just don’t seem to get it. A request for a federal permit 
for the integrated campus water diversion and storage system must include all of 
the components and impacts of that system in the application.” 
 
Stanford’s original draft conservation plan sought federal permits for planned 
construction and operations impacts on its more than 8,000-acre campus – 
activities that may affect endangered species, including steelhead trout, 
California red-legged frog, San Francisco garter snake, California tiger 
salamander, and western pond turtle. Stanford had asked that just Searsville 
Dam be excluded from consideration in the first draft conservation plan. 
Conservation groups – including Beyond Searsville Dam, American Rivers, 
Center for Biological Diversity, Center for Ecosystem Management and 
Restoration, and others – contended last summer that the university could not 
separate the dam from the reservoir it forms, the water diversion facilities 
connected to it, the sediment dredging needed because of the dam, or dam 
operations and maintenance. 
 
A letter from Catherine Palter, associate director of Land Use and Environmental 
Planning at Stanford, to the National Marine Fisheries Service and U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service, states that Stanford will now remove all “Searsville activities” 
from the proposed conservation plan, but still seeks coverage of Stanford’s “Lake 
Water” irrigation system, for which Searsville Dam and operational activities are 
an integral component. Unfortunately, federal agencies seem poised to accept 
this highly flawed change to the plan and are reportedly working on finalizing an 
Environmental Impact Statement for the already inadequate Habitat 
Conservation Plan. The plan has been widely criticized by conservation groups 
for extensive factual errors and the omission of critical information needed to 
adequately assess the impacts of Stanford operations and the effectiveness of 
the plan. 
 



A letter sent by legal counsel for the conservation groups to federal wildlife 
agencies on May 3 points out that Stanford cannot legally separate Searsville 
Dam and its related facilities and “activities” from their “Lake Water” irrigation 
system or exclude consideration of the negative impacts to protected species 
and habitat conditions below the dam. Stanford’s conservation plan 
acknowledges that the dam is an integral component of its “Lake Water” system. 
Stanford has been informed by the federal wildlife agencies that excluding 
Searsville Dam activities from the conservation plan would leave the entire 
operation without federal permits allowing harm to protected species at the base 
of the dam and down the entire length of San Francisquito Creek to the Bay. Yet 
Stanford continues to ask for “incidental take” permits for protected species being 
harmed by the operations of the “Lake Water” system and Searsville Dam. 
 
Ironically, Stanford recently built a new fishway around their Felt Reservoir 
diversion dam and established bypass flows around the Felt and San 
Francisquito Pump Station diversions for the benefit of federally threatened 
steelhead trout and other listed species as well as compliance with state and 
federal laws. There are no fish passage facilities or bypass flows at their third 
diversion, Searsville Dam, nor has the university proposed any. Searsville Dam 
operations dewater downstream habitat designated as “critical habitat” for 
steelhead trout. The dam also blocks steelhead migration to almost 20 miles of 
historic habitat, degrades downstream habitat conditions and water quality, and 
spreads non-native predatory species in the San Francisquito Creek watershed. 
The Fisheries Service and Stanford’s own scientists and consultants have 
recommended that the university work with watershed stakeholders to 
collaborate on this complex issue and seek solutions for Searsville Dam. A 
recent announcement from Stanford forming an “internal” committee to address 
Searsville Dam “over the next few years” falls well short of such a collaborative, 
defined and committed effort. 
 
“It is unclear who at Stanford is actually steering this Searsville Dam ship and 
trying to avoid evaluating the dam impacts in their conservation plan, but they’re 
on a similar course as the Titanic and Exxon Valdez,” said Stoecker. “The 
misguided leadership on this conservation plan makes it clear that they are 
getting some really bad legal and biological advice.” 
 
“From our experience with other owners of antiquated dams across the country, 
engaging in a transparent stakeholder process to investigate all options, 
including removal, would greatly benefit Stanford’s interest in developing a 
durable solution to the Searsville problem,” said Steve Rothert with American 
Rivers. “Many dam owners are surprised by the benefits to be gained from 
removal in terms of economics, safety, ecosystem restoration and regulatory 
compliance.” 
 
“It’s more and more obvious that Stanford is paying lip service to being 
‘sustainable’ and caring about protecting endangered species,” said Yvon 



Chouinard, owner of Patagonia and long-time Beyond Searsville Dam supporter. 
“It’s totally unacceptable to operate a destructive dam like this, and they are 
doing it while preaching they are leaders in sustainability and water 
conservation!” 
 
Dozens of groups and individuals submitted hundreds of pages of comments to 
the federal wildlife agencies on the draft Environmental Impact Statement for 
Stanford’s conservation plan seeking numerous changes, additional data, and 
clarification about the flawed plan and environmental analysis. With Stanford now 
dramatically changing its approach, after public review and comment, the 
agencies must prepare a supplemental Environmental Impact Statement for 
additional public review and consideration. 
 
Contacts- 
 
Matt Stoecker, Director of Beyond Searsville Dam-  
matt@beyondsearsvilledam.org (650) 380-2965 
 
Steve Rothert, California Director of American Rivers-  
srothert@americanrivers.org  (530) 478-5672 
 
 
Take Action! 
 
Demand that federal wildlife agencies not finalize their Environmental Impact 
Statement for Stanford’s flawed Habitat Conservation Plan until Stanford 
acknowledges and adequately addresses Searsville Dam as an integral part of 
their integrated water diversion and supply system. Insist that a revised and 
corrected Habitat Conservation Plan and supplemental draft Environmental 
Impact Statement be released to the public for review and comment. 
 
Please send your email to: 
 
Gary Stern, National Marine Fisheries Service- gary.stern@noaa.gov 
Sheila Larson, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service- Sheila_Larsen@fws.gov 
Catherine Palter, Stanford Environmental Planning- cpalter@stanford.edu 
John Hennessy, Stanford President- hennessy@stanford.edu 
 
(Please also forward your email to info@BeyondSearsvilleDam.org) 
 


