
 

CARMEL RIVER FREE 

Monterey County Resource Management Agency and Big Sur Land Trust (BSLT) are co-sponsors of the 

landmark Carmel River Floodplain Restoration and Environmental Enhancement (Carmel 

River FREE) Project to reduce flood risks and restore habitat where the natural and built 

environments intersect along the lower Carmel River and Carmel Lagoon. This project is one of the most 

important multi-benefit flood protection and riparian habitat restoration efforts on the Central Coast. 

The Setting 

The lower Carmel River and the Carmel Lagoon were once a rich coastal ecosystem of riparian and 

floodplain habitats, small seasonal wetlands, and a brackish lagoon, all connecting to a biologically 

diverse marine environment in Carmel Bay. In the early 1930s, levees were built along the banks of the 

Carmel River to protect agricultural fields on the south side of the river, and urban areas on the north 

side. The river is confined to a narrow channel that limits flow across the floodplain to support habitat 

and provide flood relief. Highway 1 further reduces the natural functioning of the ecosystem by placing a 

physical barrier between the lagoon on the west and the larger floodplain to the east. 

This situation has increased local flood risks and impacts to the surrounding area. El Niño-related 

storms over the past 20 years have caused millions of dollars in flood damage to homes and businesses 

at the mouth of Carmel Valley. The storms of 1995 produced a flood that destroyed the Carmel River 

bridge, causing the highway to close for six months and cutting off access to and from Big Sur. The 

Carmel River FREE Project is part of a larger plan to reduce flood risks in the area.  

Carmel River FREE Project Components 

 Removing approximately 1,470 linear feet of uncertified earthen levee on the south bank 

 Grading approximately 100 acres to restore the site’s ecological function as a floodplain east and west of 

Highway 1 

 Elevating approximately 23 acres of existing farmland above the 100-year floodplain elevation 

 Replacing a portion of the Highway 1 roadway embankment with a 360-foot long causeway south of the 

existing Carmel River bridge to allow flood flows to the west side without overtopping the highway 

 Restoring hydrologic and habitat connectivity between the floodplain east of Highway 1 to the floodplain 

and the south arm of Carmel Lagoon west of Highway 1 

 Restoring a mosaic of native habitats across the site, followed by long-term adaptive management and 

monitoring to ensure the success of the revegetation 

 



Moving Forward 

The Carmel River FREE Project is an extensive undertaking involving numerous partners and 

stakeholders, that requires significant funding, engineering, design and environmental review, and 

permit approvals. The project’s complexity underscores the need for a strong public-private partnership 

between BSLT and Monterey County, as well as other agency partners.  

More than $3,000,000 are being invested in pre-construction activities, including feasibility and 

alternatives analysis, engineering design, environmental review, permitting, and land acquisition. The 

cost estimate for the construction phase of the project is $21,850,000 (Levee Removal, Floodplain 

Grading, and Tier 1 Restoration = $8,340,000; Highway 1 Causeway/Overflow Bridge = $13,550,000).  

Over $15 million of Federal, State, and local funds have been secured towards design and construction. 

Funders include the California Coastal Conservancy, California Wildlife Conservation Board, California 

Department of Water Resources, Caltrans, U.S. Environmental Protection Agency and U.S. Fish and 

Wildlife Service. The County and BSLT are also contributing funds while actively pursuing the additional 

estimated $12 million that will be needed to construct  and maintain the project long-term.  

Project design plans are anticipated to be finalized by the County and Caltrans over the next year. The 

required environmental review and permitting processes are underway. Construction is being planned to 

start in 2018 and be completed within 12-18 months. BSLT is committed to overseeing post-construction 

floodplain restoration and stewardship, an effort that will require additional long term funding. 
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Multiple Benefits 

 Reducing flood risks in urban areas, Highway 1 and agricultural lands 

 Saving the community millions of dollars by avoiding necessary flood control improvement costs 

 Increasing riparian and wetland habitats 

 Reconnecting restored habitat across the floodplain from east to west under Highway 1 

 Improving Lagoon water quality by removing sediments and nutrients and periodic flushing 

 Recharging groundwater base flows to the Carmel River and Lagoon 

 Providing resiliency and enhancing adaptability to climate change and sea level rise 

 Creating trail connections between Carmel River State Beach and Palo Corona Regional Park 


