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What We Heard 
Native Plant Production in the Eel River Watershed 
Eel River Native Plant Network | May 2026 

 
About This Document 

In preparation for the launch of the Eel River Native Plant Network, Friends of the Eel River conducted in-depth 
interviews with more than 20 organizations across the watershed and region: commercial nurseries, Tribal 
Nations, conservation districts, restoration practitioners, federal and state agencies, and NGOs. We asked 
about their priorities, their challenges, what's working, and what role a regional network could play. This 
document synthesizes what we heard. It is meant to orient network members to a shared picture of the region, 
including the strengths we can build on, the gaps that constrain us, and the opportunities that coordinated 
action could open up. 

Organizations interviewed include: Bear River Band of the Rohnerville Rancheria, CalTrans, Great Basin 
Institute, Native Seed Group, Mattole Restoration Council, California State Parks, Humboldt County RCD, 
Heritage Growers, Applied River Sciences, USDA Forest Service, USFWS, Native Ecosystems, North Coast 
Chapter of the California Native Plant Society, Samara Restoration, Wildlands Conservancy, Native Health in 
Native Hands, Robinson Rancheria, Stillwater Sciences, Tribal Ecosystem Restoration Alliance, and others. 

1. Why This Matters Now
 

The scale of the revegetation need following removal of Eel River dams is significant. People who have been 
through comparable projects, including the Klamath dam removal, said it took five years to collect and amplify 
at least 60,000 pounds of seed for the Klamath watershed. The Eel River will present its own challenges, with 
highly variable elevation, complex seed zones, and a production infrastructure that has never been mobilized 
at this scale. In addition, the footprint of the reservoirs to be restored is larger than that in the Klamath River 
project, so we may need as much as four times as many pounds of seeds for restoration of the Eel River 
reservoirs after lake drawdown and dam removal. 

Issues with native plant production in the region are pressing all on their own, aside from the specific needs for 
revegetation following dam removal. Even smaller, local restoration projects consistently have issues with 
obtaining the correct seeds and plants for the relevant ecotypes, plant palettes, and elevations. 

The people doing this work are deeply committed, experienced, and in many cases, already in relationship with 
one another. This network is not starting from scratch. It is formalizing and strengthening connections that 
already exist. 



Last updated: 5.7.26 2 

"Having a network like this — that's what I'd wave my magic wand for." 

2. What People Are Prioritizing
 

The organizations we interviewed span a wide range of types and missions, from tribal cultural programs to for-
profit seed producers to federal mitigation programs. Their stated priorities were often convergent.  

Preserving local genetics 
Protecting and amplifying genetic diversity was the most consistent priority across every type of organization. 
People described the real difference between plants grown from locally-collected seed compared to those 
grown from seed amplified in the Central Valley, and the risks of substituting one for the other. Elevation 
matters enormously. Seed sources should ideally be within 500 to 1,000 feet of the planting site. Many people 
noted that this principle is widely understood and still routinely compromised, because local production simply 
cannot keep up with demand. 

Culturally significant species 
Tribal partners and Native-led organizations brought another essential lens. For them, the priority is not only 
ecological function but cultural continuity: basketry materials, acorns, camas, tule, and other species that 
sustain food sovereignty and cultural practice. Several of these organizations have seed increase farms or 
small gardens focused on these species.  

Building amplification capacity 
Seed amplification, the process of growing collected seed into larger quantities for restoration use, is the 
critical bottleneck. There is little to no local capacity to meet the anticipated need. The Bend Seed Extractory is 
excellent, multiple people noted, and already maxed out. Larger amplification and plant production facilities in 
the Central Valley can fill some of the gap, but seed grown far from its origin zone performs differently, and 
transportation of plants adds significant cost. 

Invasive species management 
Invasive species management came up in nearly every conversation, as something woven into every stage of 
native plant work, from seed collection to nursery protocols to post-restoration maintenance. The concern 
extends to nursery practices, soil sourcing, and the risk that even well-intentioned amplification efforts can 
inadvertently spread non-native species. 

3. The Gaps and Barriers
 

We asked about gaps and barriers to this network achieving its goal.  

Infrastructure is the limiting factor 
The most concrete barrier named across interviews was the absence of adequate physical infrastructure: 

● Seed cleaning and processing. It can take up to a year to get wildland seed cleaned through existing 
facilities, and no local processing capacity exists. Seed processing that requires mimicking natural 
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processes such as fire or animal digestion is particularly difficult and expensive. Large producers can 
clean seed for smaller partners, as happens now between a few organizations, but that arrangement is 
informal, capacity-limited, and not available to most producers in the watershed. 

● Cold storage. Seed viability drops sharply without proper refrigeration. Several organizations are 
storing seed in office mini-fridges. Walk-in cold storage, connected to the grid, is a shared need. One 
interviewee noted that a large commercial cooler runs roughly $80,000 and that sharing existing cold 
storage space with network members could be made available for around $200 per month. 

● Greenhouse and nursery space. Multiple nurseries described running out of room to grow. Off-grid 
limitations, unreliable water supply, and insufficient greenhouse infrastructure constrain production. 
Several interviewees pointed to the large number of empty cannabis greenhouses in the region as an 
underutilized resource, though native plant production at small scale is not currently profitable enough 
to attract conversion without outside incentives. 

"What's missing is cold storage and warehouse space, with potential for opening community space for 
other partners." 

Access to collection sites is limited 
Finding suitable donor populations to collect from is time-consuming, and access is frequently restricted. Some 
permits require seed sourced within 10 miles of a restoration site, but patches of the needed plants are often 
on private land. Timber properties can be surprisingly rich collection sites, but there is no existing database of 
what grows on them, so finding them requires extensive on-the-ground scouting. State Parks has a strict 
genetic integrity policy that limits collection except when projects are occurring on Park lands. River access for 
collecting species like hazel and willow is insufficient. Getting collection permits adds another layer of time, 
effort, and uncertainty. 

The supply chain isn’t well-connected yet 
Producers, buyers, and project planners are often operating without much visibility into each other's timelines 
and constraints. Buyers want locally-adapted ecotypes, grown within appropriate geographic zones, cultivated 
for no more than two generations, and they often don't understand that meeting all of those criteria 
simultaneously, at the scale needed, and priced within restoration budgets, is not currently feasible. Seed 
amplification takes two to three years minimum, and buyers routinely arrive at the last minute expecting 
availability that was never planned for. 

On the production side, a small number of easy-to-grow species are being overproduced across multiple 
nurseries, while the forbs, wetland plants, and rare species that restoration projects most need remain hard to 
source. Because producers are not coordinating, they are also unknowingly overcollecting from the same wild 
populations to fuel that overproduction. One interviewee described seeing fewer plants on a levee where 
harvesting rates had been too high. Nobody has a full picture of what is being grown, what is in storage, or 
what will be needed. 

Timing mismatches strand plants and challenge budgets 
Even when plants and seeds are successfully produced, getting them into the ground at the right time is its 
own problem. When permitting or funding delays push a project back, plants produced for the beginning of a 
construction season may not be needed until the end, or not until the following year entirely. Contractors have 
limited capacity to keep plants alive through an extra season, and funds are rarely allocated to cover that 
additional work. Meanwhile, when funding requires planting in summer regardless of conditions, plants go in 
the ground during droughts because the money must be spent, and they die. The biology and the budget are 
frequently pulling in opposite directions. 
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Workforce gaps are real and growing 
Trained seed collectors, nursery specialists, and people who can scout collection sites, identify plants by 
species, and recognize when seed is ripe are scarce. Federal staffing cuts have made things worse: one 
interviewee described losing 30% of staff. Many people want to hire locally but cannot find trained candidates. 
Several interviewees pointed to the cannabis industry's decline as an opening, noting that former cannabis 
producers could, with training and a reliable market, transition into native plant work. 

Tribal capacity building is a related and distinct need. People described the value of facilitating intra-tribal 
learning and information sharing, particularly connecting the experience of tribes like the Yurok and Karuk with 
Round Valley Indian Tribes, who are earlier in their native plant work. This kind of peer connection is 
something a network is well-positioned to support. 

Funding structures work against the success of restoration 
Grant timelines, permit requirements, and contract structures regularly push practitioners into decisions that 
conflict with good ecological practice. Plants go in the ground during drought years because funds must be 
spent before they expire. Nurseries cannot begin growing until a contract is in hand, but contracts cannot be 
awarded until funding is confirmed, by which point it can be too late to produce what's needed in time for 
planting. Restoration funds often do not account for the need to prepare the site before distributing seed, which 
can be the difference between success and failure of the seeds. Restoration funding also typically ends when 
plants are installed, with nothing reserved for the years of invasive species management that often determine 
whether a project actually takes hold.  

A related pressure is already on the horizon: the Great Basin Institute's regional capacity-building effort is 
expected to lose funding within one to two years. The training and infrastructure work underway through that 
program needs to be absorbed locally before that window closes. 

"Restoration funding comes through nonprofits and Tribes; everyone is on the same funding cycle, 
and funders often don't accommodate the necessary timeline for growing plants." 

Plant quality is under pressure 
Production under tight timelines leads to shortcuts, and shortcuts lead to plants that are not ready. One person 
estimated that around 20% of plants received from nurseries are unfit for planting. That figure reflects a 
systemic issue: when buyers arrive late with urgent requests, nurseries face a choice between producing 
lower-quality stock to meet the deadline or turning work away. Neither outcome serves the restoration. Better 
coordination upstream, starting years earlier, is the only way to relieve that pressure. 

Knowledge is dispersed and hard to find 
There is a great deal of expertise in this region. It lives in individuals, organizations, and informal relationships 
more than in any shared system. People described scouting the same timber properties independently, not 
knowing what others were growing, applying for grants to collect seed that others already have in storage, and 
reinventing practices that have been worked out elsewhere. A trusted, accessible database of seed availability 
was the most frequently named tool the network could create. 

4. What Is Working
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Alongside the challenges, people identified practices, models, and relationships that are producing good 
results. 

Informal peer networks already function well. Nursery managers share tips, seed producers work out 
agreements to keep a field going for future clients, and collectors and growers coordinate informally. These 
relationships are productive. Formalizing and expanding them is a straightforward next step. 

Multiple interviewees mentioned the Willamette Valley Native Plant Partnership as a model worth 
studying. Funded largely by a community foundation, with a nonprofit as the coordinating organization, it has 
focused on creating a consistent, ongoing supply of plant materials rather than one-time production for each 
specific project. 

The California RCD seed collection model offers another useful template. RCDs collect wildland seeds 
locally, ship them to an established amplifier, and build a supply chain that maintains local genetics while 
leveraging outside capacity for the amplification phase. 

Where projects have had sustained, flexible funding, like the Prairie Creek project cited by one interviewee, 
results have been noticeably better. Multi-year funding with room for weather, permitting delays, and 
production timelines makes a practical difference. 

Tribal-led seed collection and direct sowing is also producing results. Funding tribal nations to collect seeds 
from tribal lands and direct sow them has worked well in the region, particularly for species and landscapes 
where conventional nursery production is less appropriate. 

5. What A Network Could Do
 

We asked everyone what role a regional Native Plant Network could play that would be most valuable to their 
work.  

Create shared infrastructure 
Joint purchasing agreements, shared cold storage, and shared seed cleaning capacity came up again and 
again. Seed cleaning in particular is a bottleneck that affects nearly every producer in the region: the wait time 
through existing facilities can stretch close to a year, and no local option exists for species that require 
specialized processing. A network with stable funding could serve as the coordinating entity for shared 
equipment and facilities, making accessible what no single organization can afford to build or maintain on its 
own. 

Build a nursery in the watershed 
Multiple interviewees named a dedicated nursery in the Eel River watershed as one of the things they most 
want to see. They wanted a nursery capable of producing a wide variety of forbs, grasses, and wetland plants 
from locally-collected seed, with the capacity to handle amplification requests tied to specific projects.. 

Build a seed availability database 
A trusted, up-to-date database for Network members showing what seed is currently available, from which 
ecotypes, and from which sources was described as potentially transformative. Right now, producers 
unknowingly duplicate collection efforts, buyers cannot find what they need, and collectors don't know what's 
already in storage.  
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Enable market forecasting and demand signals 
Producers need to know, often years in advance, what will be needed. The network could aggregate project 
pipelines from restoration practitioners, permittees, and agencies, and translate that into early signals for 
producers, so that what gets grown actually reflects what restoration projects will require. This would also help 
address the overproduction problem: when producers can see real demand rather than speculative demand, 
they can make better decisions about what to grow and how much to collect from wild populations. 

Support workforce development 
Training for seed collectors, nursery staff, and field crews was a consistent ask. So was help connecting the 
cannabis-to-native-plant transition opportunity with producers who could mentor new growers. The network 
could coordinate training through partnerships with Cal Poly Humboldt (which offers an ecological restoration 
major and plant taxonomy classes, and has the ability to issue CEUs), local RCDs, or established producers. 
There is also an opportunity to support inter-tribal learning by connecting Tribal Nations who are further along 
in their native plant work with those building their capacity now. 

Establish shared norms and Best Management Practices 
Tailoring, endorsing and helping members implement best management practices on topics such as how much 
seed to take at one time, how often to return to a collection site, nursery protocols, and post-restoration 
maintenance, would raise the quality of work across the region. 

Make grant applications (or investment proposals) more powerful 
Regional, collective grant applications can be far more successful than individual ones. Fire districts learned 
this and banded together to secure large sums for shared infrastructure. The network could pursue funding for 
seed storage, cleaning equipment, and cold storage that would benefit members across the watershed. One 
person also noted that Congressional funding is available for regional network infrastructure, wildland seed 
collection, and amplification, and that a coordinated collective ask is the right approach to access it. 

"The more you ask for things collectively instead of as an individual organization, the better your 
chances." 

6. What Will Make This Network Worth Showing Up For?
 

We asked: What would make your participation worth your time? 

Specific, concrete objectives. The phrase "talking in circles" came up a couple of times. People described 
other networks that generated early momentum and then fizzled because there were no specific objectives 
pulling people forward. The anticipated revegetation following Eel River dam removal was seen as that project, 
and keeping it visible as the concrete purpose of the work mattered to many. 

Specific agendas, clear action items, and time discipline are non-negotiable for busy practitioners. One 
person said, "Please don't invite 30 people to a Zoom call and then do a round of introductions." 

Offer different levels of involvement/time commitment. Not everyone can participate at the same level or in 
every meeting. Federal agencies,State Parks, and Tribal Nations, for example, face constraints on how and 
when they can engage. A network that offers different levels of involvement will retain more members than one 
that asks the same involvement from everyone. 
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Tangible Progress toward specific objectives. Several people said they would remain engaged as long as 
progress was happening and would step back if things stalled.  

Early wins such as completing a shared storage arrangement, a successful joint grant, or a training event–
small (or big) early wins will matter and build the credibility that sustains participation over time. 

"We need to be able to afford to participate. We are willing and happy to join as long as we are moving 
forward." 
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For the Gallery Walk, it could be something like: 
A Tree for each of the three sections, spread around the room to avoid 50 people trying to reach one poster. 

The Landscape 
What people are working on and 
why it matters 

The Gaps 
What’s constraining regional 
capacity right now 

The Opportunities 
What a regional network is 
positioned to do 

Your Turn! 
What did we miss?  

Local genetics 

Protecting and amplifying locally-
collected ecotypes is the highest 
shared priority. Elevation matters: 
seed sources should be within 
500–1,000 feet of where plants will 
grow. This principle is widely 
understood and still routinely 
compromised, because local 
production cannot keep up with 
demand. 

Culturally significant species 

Tribal partners and Native-led 
organizations bring an essential 
lens: basketry materials, acorns, 
camas, tule, and food sovereignty 
species 
 

Amplification is the critical 
bottleneck 

There is little to no local capacity 
to grow collected seed into the 
quantities restoration projects 
need. Amplification takes 2–3 
years minimum. Existing facilities 
are already maxed out. Seed 
grown far from its origin zone 

Infrastructure Is Missing 
No adequate local seed cleaning, 
cold storage, or greenhouse 
capacity. It can take up to a year 
to get wildland seed cleaned. 
Some organizations store seed in 
office mini-fridges. Dozens of 
empty cannabis greenhouses sit 
idle — not yet profitable enough to 
convert without incentives. 
 
The Supply Chain Isn't Well 
Connected Yet 
Buyers arrive at the last minute 
wanting locally-adapted ecotypes 
grown under strict conditions — 
and don't understand the 2–3 year 
lead time required. Meanwhile, 
easy-to-grow species are 
overproduced while forbs, wetland 
plants, and rare species remain 
hard to source. 
 
Access To Collection Sites Is 
Limited 
Finding donor populations is time-
consuming and access is 
frequently restricted. Much of the 
needed seed is on private land. 
Scouting, permitting, and 
navigating agency policies add 

Shared Infrastructure 
Joint purchasing, shared cold 
storage, and shared seed cleaning 
capacity. Seed cleaning alone can 
take close to a year through 
existing facilities. No local option 
exists. One person hypothesized 
that sharing cold storage could be 
made available to network 
members for around $200/month. 
 
A Nursery In The Watershed 
Multiple people named this as their 
top wish: a dedicated Eel River 
watershed nursery capable of 
producing forbs, grasses, and 
wetland plants from locally-
collected seed, with capacity to 
handle amplification requests tied 
to specific project palettes. 
 
A Seed Availability Database 
A trusted, accessible system 
showing what seed exists, from 
which ecotypes, and from which 
sources. People are getting grants 
to collect seeds that are already in 
storage somewhere else. This is a 
concrete, achievable first step. 
 
Demand Forecasting 

A barrier or gap we didn't name: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Something that IS working that 
deserves more attention: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The one thing this network should 
prioritize first: 
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performs differently when planted 
back. 
 
"It took 5 years to collect and 
amplify 60,000 lbs of seed for the 
Klamath restoration." 
 
Invasive species: woven into 
everything 
 
Invasive species management 
came up at every stage: seed 
collection, nursery protocols, and 
years of post-restoration 
maintenance that rarely gets 
funded. 

significant time and 
uncertainty to every collection 
effort. 
 
"Restoration funding comes 
through nonprofits and Tribes; 
everyone is on the same funding 
cycle, and funders often don't 
accommodate the necessary 
timeline for growing plants." 
 
Funding And Timing Work 
Against The Biology 
Plants go in during droughts 
because funds expire. Nurseries 
can't start growing until contracts 
are confirmed — too late to 
produce what's needed. Timing 
mismatches strand plants between 
seasons with no budget to keep 
them alive. Around 20% of plants 
received from nurseries are unfit. 
 
Trained Workforce Is Scarce 
Seed collectors, nursery 
specialists, and field workers are 
in short supply. Federal staffing 
cuts have made it worse. The 
cannabis industry's decline has 
created a potential workforce — 
one that needs training and a 
reliable market to make the 
transition. 

Aggregating project pipelines and 
translating them into early signals 
for producers, years in advance, 
so that what gets grown matches 
what restoration projects will need. 
 
Training And Collective Grant 
Power 
Coordinating workforce training, 
supporting intra-tribal learning, and 
pursuing regional grant 
applications that no single 
organization could Fire districts 
proved this model works. 
 
"The more you ask for things 
collectively instead of as an 
individual organization, the better 
your chances." 
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