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The River Project is a nonprofit established in 2000. We work to advance 
watershed-based planning and to restore vital ecosystems of the Los Angeles 
River Watershed for a regenerative, equitable, just and climate-resilient 
future through:

● Scientific Research
● Policy Advancement
● Inclusive Planning
● Regenerative Design
● Installations
● Community Engagement
● Hands-on Educational Programs

ABOUT THE RIVER PROJECT



● Engaging from the comprehensive perspective of a wider interconnected 
watershed—rather than the narrow scope approach that results in 
costly/inefficient single-purpose solutions

● Considering the full range of challenges and integrating multiple benefits and 
natural regeneration as fundamental to solutions

● Working with nature to manage flood risk without sacrificing water supply, 
degrading water quality, or destroying the natural processes of nature’s vital 
services

● Managing rainwater where it falls

WHAT IS WATERSHED-BASED PLANNING?



TUJUNGA-PACOIMA WATERSHED PLAN



● Provides a blueprint for recovery of functionality throughout the Los 
Angeles River Watershed

● Over 200 projects identified; 37 prioritized

● 16 projects completed

● 5+ projects slated for completion by 2020

● 4 ongoing works in progress

● 5 additional projects funded

TUJUNGA-PACOIMA WATERSHED PLAN 



WOODMAN 
AVENUE MEDIAN
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• ¾ mile long
• Collects runoff from 120 acres
• 80 acre-feet water capture/year average

Before

After



WATER LA HOME RETROFITS



Engaging Residents as Partners in the Work



Homes Retrofitted by Water LA:
• Reduced water use by an average 

25%

• 22 Homes capture and treat 
estimated average 3.8AF/year

• 18,175 square feet native plants

• Averaged $5,200 per household in 
labor and materials

• Average home retrofit cost an 
estimated $1,013/AF over a 30-
year expected project life

• Average parkway basin alone cost 
$470/AF 









• More monitoring data is 
needed

• Differentiating between 
project scales and typologies 
would provide more clarity on 
costs and benefits

• Evaluating project co-benefits 
beyond stormwater volume in 
additional detail could 
provide more

• Accurate cost figures to 
support fiscally sound decision 
making.



TYPOLOGY AND SCALE





PLANNING EFFORTS



IMPACTS OF CLIMATE CHANGE



Intergovernmental Science-
Policy Platform on Biodiversity 
and Ecosystem Services (IPBES)

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC)



• The climate and biodiversity crises are not only environmental issues—
they are economic, social, public health, security, moral, and ethical 
issues

• Transformative change is needed

• Climate change and biodiversity loss are impacting human well-being 
now—an immediate imperative to address them together





OK. 
SO….

HOW DOES THIS ALL RELATE TO 
NATURE-BASED APPROACHES 
TO WATERSHED MANAGEMENT?



CONCRETE
• Third largest human source of carbon emissions globally
• Estimated at 8% of total emissions in 2016 (Andrew 2017)
• Behind only fossil fuels and land-use changes



23

• Nature-based solutions can address global carbon targets 
in the range of 30% (Griscom et. al. 2017)

• Healthy soil can increase water infiltration and hold 20x 
weight in water (California Department of Food and 
Agriculture 2018)

• Globally soil holds more than 3x the carbon in the 
atmosphere (Rattan 2007, Batjes 1996) 

• A diverse structure of soil, plants, and trees is highly 
effective at absorbing carbon—and at street level can 
absorb more than 40% of nitrous oxide and 60% of 
particulate matter (Pugh et. al. 2012)

NATURE-BASED SOLUTIONS



Wetlands, Including Rivers,
Creeks, & Streams

Wetlands are most effective terrestrial habitats for 
carbon sequestration—primarily freshwater 
wetlands—holding up to 30% of soil carbon in 8% of 
the land area (Nahlik and Fennessy 2016).



THREATS & OPPORTUNITIES: WATER



THREATS & OPPORTUNITIES: SOILS



THREATS & OPPORTUNITIES: PARK NEEDS



KEY ELEMENTS of TRANSFORMATIVE CHANGE

• Address climate change and biodiversity together

• Invest in projects that sharply reduce emissions

• Do not invest in projects that increase emissions, or fail to 
reduce them

• Replicate and scale successful policies and projects

• Coordinate and integrate cross sectoral actions

• Ensure inclusive governance structures



• For every $1 spent on pre-disaster hazard mitigation, we 
can save $6 in future disaster recovery costs

• Lead with the latest evidence-based science and do not 
discount externalities when developing cost-benefit 
analyses

• Nature-based solutions are cost-effective, realizing climate 
resilience and more

• Redesigning our urban grids from a systems perspective: to 
restore ecosystem function and mitigate climate disasters is 
Job One. 

BEING PROACTIVE IS KEY



THINGS TO CONSIDER

Incorporate diverse expertise into planning (earth and social 
sciences)

Support for healthy soils and urban groundwater recharge 

Provide real incentives for action at the parcel scale

Upstream actions either increase or decreases downstream 
safety

All investments must move us to carbon neutrality: 30% of our 
investments towards Nature



DOWNLOAD THE REPORTS
and
FOLLOW OUR PROGRESS
via 
OUR WEBSITES

TheRiverProject.org
WaterLA.org
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