
Dam Removal on the Cleveland National Forest to Provide Nature's Benefits 

The Cleveland National Forest is an urban forest with three ranger districts spread across San Diego, 
Riverside and Orange counties; enabling local communities to experience the natural environment. In 
keeping with the natural state, dam removal is being conducted to restore stream function and remove 
barriers to fish and aquatic organism passage—part of a national initiative for federal and state 
agencies, including the U.S. Department of Agriculture Forest Service, U.S. Department of Interior Fish 
and Wildlife Service, Federal Highway Administration, National Marine Fisheries Service, the U.S. 
Department of Interior National Park Service, the California Coastal Conservancy, and the California 
Department of Fish and Wildlife. 

The ability to move up and down stream is essential for aquatic species to complete their life cycles and 
maintain viable populations. Since December 2014, a total of 81 dams have been removed from 
Silverado, Holy Jim, Trabuco, and San Juan Creeks, which have already proven beneficial to the health 
and stability of these creeks. 

During a stream survey in lower San Juan Creek in July 2019, large quantities of Arroyo chub of various 
age classes were found in all pools all the way up to where San Juan Dam #12 was located. Just a few 
short months after these dams were removed the Arroyo chub are utilizing their newly accessible 
habitat and seem to be thriving! 

Originally built by Orange County between 1940 and 1970, these dams were designed for recreational 
opportunities in support of a put-and-take trout fishery. But with no maintenance having been done in 
over 40 years, some of the dams have failed, been partially removed, or washed away, while others 
were intact. 

Removing barriers is a key component to restoring stream health and function. The dams present a 
potential barrier to fish passage, particularly during times of low water flow, and limits the areas in 
which they can spawn. Returning the creeks to a natural state will not only help the recovery of this 
species, but create a connection from the forest to the ocean, restore natural creek function, promote a 
more natural landscape, and returning these hiking trails to their original splendor. 

The dam removal project is part of a larger fish passage project which includes the replacement of seven 
concrete fords with bridges or bottomless culverts, and removal of one obsolete concrete ford. This part 
of the project has resulted in construction of one bridge, two bottomless culverts, and removal of one 
concrete ford, with four bridges remaining to be built. 

Total project cost: $2 million 

Funding: 

Forest Service Contribution: $250,000 
Partner Contribution: $1,750,000 

Partners: 

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
California Department of Fish and Wildlife 
California Department of Transportation 
Orange County Parks 

Orange County Transportation Authority 
Federal Highways Administration 
U.S. Marine Corps 
American Conservation Experience 



Nature’s Benefits from the removal of the dams: 

• Recovery of the steelhead trout species through more accessible creeks, 

• Enhanced landscapes for scenic views, 

• Training opportunities for the U.S. Marine Corps, 

• Returned habitat to an environment which sustains aquatic species, including California tree 
frogs, arroyo chub, red swamp crayfish and other macroinvertebrates, 

• Restored natural channel gradients as stream flow rearranges coarse material and sediment, 
and 

• Reformed step pools allowing channel grade to be re-equilibrated,and artificial sediment 
wedges to be redistributed in the channel, resulting in a more natural channel bed. 

Nature’s Benefits and Future Generations: 

• Historic records reveal abundant numbers of steelhead trout once migrated from the Pacific 
Ocean to Southern California’s coastal waterways in search of spawning grounds. It is estimated 
that within the next seven to ten years, the Cleveland National Forest could see the restoration 
of steelhead in the area, a feat that hasn’t been seen in close to 100 years. In this case, the 
direct benefits to future generations could be substantial. Indirectly, newly restored landscapes, 
and improved recreation activities such as fishing and nature viewing, can have lasting and long 
term effects. 
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