
 

Post Office Box 72 • Santa Ynez, California 93460 

 

December 18, 2020 

Mr. Jon Menzies 

County of Santa Barbara Parks 

4568 Calle Real, Bldg E 

Santa Barbara, CA 93110 

RE: Proposed User “Pilot Program” at Live Oak Equestrian Trails (VIA EMAIL) 

Dear Mr. Menzies, 

I represent the Santa Ynez Valley Riders (SYVR) the oldest equestrian riding group in 
the Santa Ynez Valley. Our past member Mr. Bob Crowe, who has since passed away, 
was instrumental in securing the Live Oak trails for equestrian riders. Recently, his 
widow, Donna Crowe, gave to me all the documentation of that process and the original 
maps of the trail system. Our history goes back over 30 years. 
 
While pursuing replacement of our kiosk at the Cachuma Equestrian Trail (aka. Live 
Oak) Mr. Todd Saipen, who we have been in contact with, informed me of a “pilot 
project” (Pilot) that on January 1, 2021, the equestrian trails were being opened to 
hikers, with a second opening to mountain bikes on June 1, 2021.  SYVR received no 
public notification of the pilot and we have had subsequent email exchange to clarify 
why the pilot is being pursued and the way it is going forward. 
 
Note that Live Oak is practically the only place in the Santa Barbara County Park 
System that has adequate parking and staging area for equestrians in any number. 
Lack of trailhead amenities (i.e. parking and staging area) over time and elimination of 
riding on private lands in recent years has limited safe riding opportunities, coupled with 
the lack of adequate parking that allows for more than one rider to park at trailheads (we 
always try to ride with a partner) has deterred many equestrians from recreating in a 
manner commonly provided to other recreational users at trailheads in other areas of 
the County. 

Live Oak is a unique resource to equestrians as it provides a truly safe, natural 
environment that minimizes conflict with other users and allows equestrians’ ability to 
prepare for and ride safely.  Since we have the entire Los Padres National Forest open 
to all equestrians, hikers, mountain bikers as well as most City and County Parks open 
to at a minimum hikers and mountain bikes, is there an actual or perceived need to 
have these trails open to other users, especially in light of the potential conflicts 
between new users, equestrian users, and existing agricultural operations (grazing 
permittee) at Live Oak? 
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We also understand from our conversations with Mr. Stepien, that the land holder, the 
US Bureau of Reclamation (USBR), requires non-exclusive trail activities at Cachuma.  
We consulted with USBR staff and learned that non-exclusive use means “open to the 
public” but not in terms of user type (i.e. equestrian, hikers, bikes).  The Live Oak Trail is 
designated for equestrian use and because it is open to the equestrian trail riding public, 
it is a non-exclusive use and allowed as it currently exists. 

In light of these facts, SYVR requests that the County Park Department and USBR 
suspend any and all plans or actions in relation to the Pilot or changes to current use at 
the Cachuma Equestrian Trail at Live Oak Camp until: 

• A user baseline is established and a scientific evaluation completed to determine 
if new trails and users are necessary and appropriate at this location.  We 
suggest, at a minimum a year’s worth of data. Data is also required to determine 
if the trails are currently at their capacity and can tolerate more intensive use. 

• The public and existing users (trail riders and grazing permittee) are adequately 
notified and included in developing a trail management plan and associated 
impacts evaluated under CEQA and any other appropriate regulations. 

To that end, we suggest the following: 
 

• Delay opening the trails to new users for at least a year until a determination 
of need to open the trails to other than equestrian users can be evaluated and if 
the trail themselves can accommodate different users and increased numbers of 
users.  

 

• Develop, distribute a survey, and collect trailhead data rather than the 
move forward with proposed Pilot.  

 
Rather than the proposed Pilot, a survey, would be more beneficial and 
accurately evaluate the need to open the trails without associated 
environmental impacts, such as increased impacts on wildlife, threatening and 
endangered species, erosion, and the current grazing operation on Cachuma’s 
north shore.  
 
We encourage The County to continue to collect data on the number of 
equestrian users throughout this period to develop a scientifically sound 
baseline for evaluation and comparison.  Volunteers may best be used to 
gather accurate equestrian user data at the trailhead, rather than the County’s 
current system.  

 

• Create a Trails Management Plan Working Group consisting of the County, 
USBR, Santa Barbara Trails Council, Santa Ynez Valley Riders (as 
representative for the equestrian community), the grazing permittee, and any 
other representatives as indicated by responses to the survey. 
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The Trails Management Plan working group would be responsible for 
developing a draft Trails Management Plan that would undergo public review, 
similar to the Baron Ranch Master Plan. 
 

• Complete a through analysis and public review under CEQA.  Following 
development of the Draft Trails Management Plan, complete the CEQA process 
as required. 
 

• Create a Foundation for the Live Oak Trail. SYVR, under our 501(c)(3) status, 
wishes to begin negotiations with the County Park, Cachuma Lake, and/or the 
USBR to create a Foundation to provide a reliable source of funds for 
improvements at the Live Oak trailhead (parking, kiosk, etc.) and for trail 
maintenance. 
 
We envision that the Foundation would be the responsible partner for fundraising 
and private donations to support the County and USBR equestrian trail activities 
at Live Oak. 

 
Thank you for your time and attention to our requests and suggestions.  The equestrian 
trails at Live Oak are such a limited resource to equestrians, we are adamant that the 
process described in this email be coordinated and followed. 
 
Please contact me with questions or concerns. We look forward to your responses to 
the proposed actions and working with you in the future. 
 
Best Regards, 
 
 
Kathy Rosenthal 
2021 President 
Santa Ynez Valley Riders 
 
Cc:  Todd Stepien, Parks Operations Manager, Cachuma Lake Recreation Area, Santa 

Barbara County Parks Department 
 2020-21 Board Members, Santa Ynez Valley Riders 
 Otis Calef, Santa Barbara County Trails Council 
 Suzie Thielman, Los Padres Forest Association 
 Nancy Eckland-Hunsicker, Santa Ynez Valley Equestrian Association 
 Susie Rassmussen, Back County Horsemen of America, Los Padres Unit 
 Linda Clarke, West Coast Rocky Mountain Horse Club 

Sheila Patterson, President, Ride Nipomo 
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 Stacy Brown, US Bureau of Reclamation 
 Joan Hartmann, Third District Supervisor, County of Santa Barbara 


