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SANTA CRUZ — After three years of fundraising efforts, the Santa Cruz County Land 
Trust announced it has secured enough money to continue its work preserving 
farmland, protecting trails and increasing wildlife connectivity in the Santa Cruz 
Mountains and beyond. 

The nonprofit recently raised $21 million through its Nature Connection Campaign 
which will support continued development of projects protecting 4,000 acres of 
wildlands spanning Santa Cruz, San Benito and Monterey counties. 

Among the list of conservation efforts within the scope of the campaign is the Rocks 
Ranch project, which includes 2,600 acres of pristine wildland straddling San Benito 
and Monterey counties. One section of the land in particular has been identified as 
prime location for a wildlife overcrossing that spans Highway 101 and connects the 
Santa Cruz and Gabilan mountain ranges. 

“Funds raised during the three-year campaign are already being put to work, and the 
wildlife crossings are just one part,” said Land Trust Development and 
Communications Director Laura Dannehl-Schickman in a release. “We are also building 
16 miles of new trails throughout Santa Cruz County, including 7.3 miles of trails at the 
newly opened San Vicente Redwoods and 7.2 miles at the Glenwood Open Space 
Preserve, which opened in May of 2020. The support also helped us protect an 
additional 5,600 acres of farm and grazing land.” 
In all, the Land Trust protects 16,000 acres of farmland and habitat throughout Santa 
Cruz County, according to the release. 

Rocks Ranch alone contains 4.4 miles of intact habitat, but on its northern end, there is 
a 2.5-mile perilous stretch of roadway identified as a “hot spot” where highway 
commuters frequently collide with migrating wildlife, posing a lethal threat to all 
parties involved. 

The overpass, which Caltrans is planning to construct, will not only provide safe 
passage to a myriad of curious critters, it will also promote genetic diversity for 
endangered animals across the region. 

According to the release, the land trust is expecting to complete work this month on 
a similar wildlife crossing at Highway 17’s Laurel Curve. Similar to Rocks Ranch, Laurel 



Curve is notorious for collisions with one study identifying almost 30 animals that were 
killed from 2008 to 2011 including 21 deer, two mountain lions and one bobcat. 
Founder of the Santa Cruz Puma Project Chris Wilmers told the Sentinel this summer 
that even if the pumas in the Santa Cruz Mountains manage to avoid the speedy 
highway vehicles, the treacherous asphalt barriers lead to “islands of habitat” on either 
side and create conditions for inbreeding and eventual extinction. 

Local experts have observed kinked tails among some of the pumas populating the 
Santa Cruz Mountains, a common visual cue for genetic mutation. The 90-foot 
underpass at Laurel Curve will help animals safely traverse beneath all four lanes of the 
highway and access a larger gene pool that they so desperately need. 

According to the Land Trust release, the Rocks Ranch project is already ahead of 
schedule. Caltrans, who led the building effort in the Laurel Curve location, has already 
developed a Project Initiation Document defining the criteria and scope for the 
overcrossing. Planners expect to break ground by 2024. 
 


