
Using Conservation Easements and Land Trusts to Preserve Reclaimed Mined 
Lands- Part II: Lakeside’s River Park Conservancy 
 by Leah Gardner  
 
  
 Mine sites are often reclaimed to end uses of open space, wildlife habitat, and public 
parks. To preserve the property’s conservation values, there are several tools available for 
landowners that can assist with managing the land while offering a range of tax benefits.  In the 
last issue of SMARA Update, we discussed the basics of conservation easements and land trusts 
with an example from Tulare County.  This time we’ll look at another example of mined lands 
reclaimed to open space with the help of a land trust organization.   
 
The Lakeside River Park Conservancy in San Diego County 
 
 The community of Lakeside, located in eastern San Diego County, is a rapidly growing 
area of the San Diego River Valley. This part of the river has long been the home of extensive 
sand and gravel mining. But with operations nearing their end, the river is entering a new phase. 
The Lakeside River Park Conservancy formed as a local non-profit organization in 2001 to 
acquire land for restoration along Lakeside’s 2 ½ mile stretch of the river.  
 Through grant funding and membership donations, the Conservancy acquires land by 
purchase and by donations. Their first property acquisition after 3 years of negotiations was an 
80-acre site of the former Vulcan Materials (aka CalMat) sand mine purchased at a fair market 
value of $8.6 million in 2003. The second purchase was an additional 20 acres of Vulcan 
property, which sold for $2.2 million, in June 2004.  Hanson Aggregates has also committed to 
donating its 22-acre plant adjacent to this site to the Conservancy as it phases out of operation.  
 This new park will be preserved in perpetuity with plans to restore a functioning river 
ecosystem, provide habitat for endangered species, improve water quality and flood control, and 
create multi-use trails. The early phases of the project have involved extensive grading and 
invasive weed control.  Now restoration implementation is fully underway.  This past winter, 
volunteers planted 10,000 container plants and spread hundreds of pounds of seed, all local 
native species. The results of all the hard work and planning are really beginning to take shape 
with plants showing rapid growth and blooming abundantly this spring along the trails, slopes, 
and wetlands.  

Involving the local community with planting days and other special events builds local 
support and fosters stewardship for the new parkland.  For example, Lakeside’s River Park 
Conservancy celebrated its Trail Preview and Second Annual Dedication Planting at the Park on 
Saturday, February 9, 2008. Supporters who had purchased trees for the event had an 
opportunity to choose a place for their tree. The Conservancy is now busy gearing up for the 2nd 
Annual 5K Trail Run/Walk which will be held on Saturday, May 17, 2008 in conjunction with 
San Diego River Days. The date will also mark the official opening of the River Trail. 
 Efforts to restore the San Diego River are not exclusive to Lakeside. The San Diego 
River Conservancy and the San Diego River Park Foundation, a coalition of 50 community-
based land conservancies and friends groups, manage park preservation and river restoration 
with the goal of establishing a linear River Park from the Pacific Ocean to the river’s headwaters 
near Julian. Some of the land for inclusion in this extensive river park system, both upstream and 
downstream from Lakeside, will be from former mine sites. The Lakeside River Park 



Conservancy’s restoration of the former Vulcan and Hanson properties will set the standard for 
other restoration projects along other portions of the river. Reclaiming mined lands to open 
space, wildlife habitat, and public parks has caught the popular imagination in this corner of our 
state, a trend that is likely to continue.  
 
Links and Resources: 
 
Lakeside Riverpark Conservancy http://www.lakesideriverpark.org/ 
 
San Diego River Park Foundation  http://www.sandiegoriver.org/ 
 
 

 
  
Cleveland sage and bush monkeyflower are in full bloom among the recently planted  
oaks and sycamores lining the River Trail. A dedication plaque marks the oak in the  
foreground. Drip irrigation keeps the plants thriving. 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
Ponds and wetlands have been created by partially filling and regrading pits left behind from mining operations. 
Some of the riparian and wetland plants have come back on their own but many have also been planted.  A wide 
variety of birds are frequent visitors, with new species spotted almost daily. 



 


