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More than 100 onlookers went "back in time" Tuesday at a ceremony marking the first time in more than 
a century that tidal water flowed into the Solano County marshland at Cullinan Ranch near Mare Island. 

The area is just off Highway 37, near Dutchman Slough, about 1 ½ miles west of Mare Island, U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service spokesman Doug Cordell said. 

"Cheers rang out as attendees celebrated a levee breach that reintroduced tidal water to the Cullinan 
Ranch site on the San Pablo Bay National Wildlife Refuge for the first time in more than 100 years," 
Cordell said. "The breach caps a 1,500-acre wetland restoration project long supported by North San 
Francisco Bay Area conservation advocates."  

The restored site – one and a half times the size of Golden Gate Park – is now open to the public to 
explore on foot, by bicycle or by kayak, he said. 

"This project is a key piece of the puzzle in restoring the lost wetlands of the North San Francisco Bay," 
said Anne Morkill, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service manager of the San Francisco Bay National Wildlife 
Refuge Complex, and one of the speakers at Tuesday's event.  

Environmental activist Doug Darling of Vallejo was at Tuesday's event.  

"It was exciting to participate in the breach of the levee that will return 1,500 acres of land to its native 
past, wetlands," he said. "As the excavator breached the levee, the water rushed in, an endless surge of 
hydrological force, a one way ticket into the wetlands. Its great to see protection and preservation of the 
environment partnered with public access." 

Other event speakers included project contractor Paul Bonderson, First Vice President of Ducks 
Unlimited; John P. Donnelly, Executive Director of the California Wildlife Conservation Board which 
helped fund the project; and Francesca Demgen of the Friends of the San Pablo Bay National Wildlife 
Refuge.  

"The area, which is managed by the Fish and Wildlife Service, was originally marsh land, diked in the 
1800s for farm land," Cordell said. "Some 25 years ago, it was proposed for the development of thousands 
of residential units and a marina," which didn't sit well with environmental activists. 

"Many people fought against that and to have the area restored and preserved," he said. "(Tuesday) we 
celebrated that restoration. Now, tidal water is flowing into the area for the first time in more than 100 
years, turning back the clock." 

Cordell said the marsh area's restoration "is a big piece of the puzzle in the North Bay." 

The breached levee was built – to the tune of more than $16 million – to protect Highway 37, Cordell 
said. So, besides public trails, a fishing pier and a kayak launch, the completed project includes a new 
levee to protect low-lying portions of the highway from flooding, he said. It also includes erosion 
protection on the highway's embankments and improved access to public parking at the site, he said. 

The project's other principal funders were the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, the National Oceanic and  



Atmospheric Administration, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency and the California Department 
of Fish and Wildlife.  

Cullinan Ranch is in the Napa River delta and was once a network of deep water channels and vegetated 
marsh plain, Cordell said. A century of active farming caused the land to sink as the marsh dried out, 
oxidized and blew away, causing the area to sink more than six feet, leaving it below sea level, he said.  

"Reintroducing tidal flows into the site will initially create open water habitat, but sediment suspended in 
the fresh water of the Napa and Sacramento-San Joaquin Rivers will slowly build up, allowing marsh 
vegetation to take root," Cordell said. "The process to restore the area to a mature tidal marsh is estimated 
to take close to 60 years, depending on sediment availability and the rate of sea level rise." 
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