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From:   E. Salomone, General Manager 

Meeting: Monday, January 4, 2021 

RE: Agenda Item 7:  Drought Conditions Update 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
The Strategic Plan relevant priorities include all four: (a) Secure (b) Use (c) Advocate & (d) Administer   
 
The Ukiah region is experiencing below average rainfall and the third driest water year on record.  
Russian River watershed water leaders believe that unless there is significant rainfall in winter 2020/2021, 
curtailments will be implemented by the State Water Resources Control Board. They are currently taking a 
close look at the Russian River watershed to evaluate current conditions and plan for continued drought. 
Their decision on emergency regulations is expected in March or April 2021.  
 

Lake Mendocino Reservoir: As of mid-December Lake Mendocino was at 29,000 acre feet and 
comparable to 2013. The outlook for 2021 looks similar to 2014 conditions. Sonoma Water Agency 
(SWA) is very concerned about maintaining storage and managing flows over the coming months. Early 
December storm events did not result in any storage increase for Lake Mendocino, though they 
contributed lightly to tributary flow. Additional storm events are expected for late December /early 
January. 
 

The Temporary Urgency Change Petition (TUCP), which reduces the required releases from Lake 
Mendocino in order to preserve stored water, expired 12/27/20. In mid-December, a 20 CFS reduction 
was made, changing releases from 115 CFS to 95 CFS. SWA is currently evaluating conditions based on 
cumulative inflow (CLP) into Lake Pillsbury between 10/1-12/31/20 and preparing an additional TUCP. 
It will be similar to the one from December 2013, moving the thresholds of minimum instream flow 
requirements from cumulative inflow at Lake Pillsbury to actual storage levels at Lake Mendocino.  
 

A minor deviation was approved for the Forecast Informed Reservoir Operations (FIRO,) allowing an 
additional 5,500 acre feet of storage in Lake Mendocino. A major deviation was also filed and approval is 
expected in February or March 2021. 
 

Lake Pillsbury Reservoir and Potter Valley Project Diversions: 
In addition to rainfall, a major contribution to the water storage in Lake Mendocino is the water diverted 
from the Eel River through the Potter Valley Project, which is currently owned and operated by PG&E. 
Eel River flows are made from the Lake Pillsbury reservoir, which is alarmingly low. PG&E is preparing a 
Drought Flow Variance Due to Limited Water Availability to file with FERC that will temporarily reduce 
minimum instream flow requirements, including what is diverted to the Russian River watershed, further 
exasperating the Lake Mendocino storage and water supply issues.  
 

It is expected the year will end with Lake Pillsbury close to 17,000 acre feet. Current releases are 160 cfs 
(or 320 af) per day from Lake Pillsbury, with a total of 45 cfs designated to East Branch Russian River and 
Potter Valley Irrigation District. The Variance would reduce this significantly 
 

The Drought Working Group has been convened by PG&E to bring stakeholders together to review the 
draft variance and provide feedback. A follow up meeting is scheduled for Thursday, January 7th to discuss 
revisions and coordinate with Sonoma Water Agency’s TUCP filing preparation. The filing of these 
variances is time sensitive and a high priority for the parties involved.  

 



The Water Resiliency Task Force, cohosted by RRFC, City of Ukiah, and the Farm Bureau, is focused 
on the Mendocino County portion of the Russian River watershed. The Task Force has met with the State 
Water Resources Control Board (SWRCB) twice to discuss how data is collected and used in the design of 
their water supply and demand analysis tools. This information will be used for calculating the need for, 
and the specifics of, curtailments in 2021.  
 

Before the second meeting with the SWRCB, the Task Force submitted a letter (see agenda Item 10) that 
helped focus the discussion to move toward further understanding for all parties. RRFC and the City of 
Ukiah issued a joint press release (see Agenda Item 10) updating the progress of talks. The Task Force and 
SWRCB Staff plan to continue meeting, which will allow local water diverters to stay up to date and 
informed of regulatory actions as early as possible. 
 

In addition to meeting with the SWRCB it is hoped the Task Force will meet in early January 2021 to 
discuss the renewed interest in developing negotiated agreements in lieu of emergency regulations.  This 
has likely never been attempted in the RR watershed and would be a remarkable feat of cooperation on 
the local level. It is unclear if the SWRCB would accept such an agreement but at the very least, it may 
help them to design more sophisticated regulations. 
 

Representatives from RRFC, Farm Bureau, and the City of Ukiah were interviewed by a Mendocino Voice 
and KZYX reporter in December. Questions focused around the Task Force conversations with the 
SWRCB staff and specifics on the data collection and analysis. This same reporter authored an article on 
December 7, 2020 headlining that “Lake Mendocino is low, but no water shortages are forecast, thanks to 
new tech.” The article focused on the history and success of the Forecast informed Reservoir Operations, 
which in 2020 increased Lake Mendocino’s water storage by 19 percent or 12,000 acre-feet. In this 
interview, it was stressed that water supply shortages are absolutely in the forecast for the Russian River 
Watershed if there is not significant rainfall this winter and the reporter was invited contact us to discuss 
local water issues in future. No article has yet been published. 
 

Follow up: 
 
Workshop: Inspired by partnership through the Task Force, RRFC, California Land Stewardship 
Institute, and Farm Bureau are co-hosting a virtual workshop on January 21st to provide information to 
water diverters in the Upper Russian River watershed on water conservation, SB88 requirements, water 
use reporting, and other related subjects. SWRCB staff will present on reporting for SB88 including  any 
changes to the reporting requirements on the website for reporting 2020 water use and  a review of the SB 
88 requirements and data upload formats.  There will also be presentations on soil moisture measuring 
systems, a broad set of conservation measures, and an update on the Russian River frost program. The 
workshop is open to the public and notice will be issued in early January. 
 
Presentation: Don Seymour (Sonoma Water Agency) has accepted an invitation to present at the 
February 1st, 2021 RRFC Board meeting. He intends to provide an overview of the many contributing 
factors to the water supply conditions in the Russian River watershed. 
 
Awareness: Cooperative public outreach on conservation is a must. Collaboration with the Farm Bureau, 
County Water Districts (especially Redwood Valley), City of Ukiah, County of Mendocino, Resource 
Conservation District, Redwood Valley Municipal Advisory Council and The Grange, and Mendocino 
Winegrowers Association have been initiated. The outreach needs to continue and intensify.  

 
For more Drought and Water Conservation Resources visit: 

https://mcrcd.org/resources/drought-water-conservation-resources 
https://mcrcd.org/resources/flow-enhancement 

http://www.savingwaterpartnership.org/ 

https://mcrcd.org/resources/drought-water-conservation-resources
https://mcrcd.org/resources/flow-enhancement
http://www.savingwaterpartnership.org/

