
 

 

 

Mendocino County Russian River Flood Control  
& Water Conservation Improvement District 

 

STAFF REPORT 
To:  Board of Trustees  

From:   E. Salomone, General Manager 

Meeting: Monday, May 3, 2021 

RE:  Agenda Item 5: Water Supply Conditions Update & District Response 

  And Public Hearing to Consider Comments on Potential Declaration 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

The Strategic Plan relevant priorities are: (a) Secure (b) Use (c) Advocate & (d) Administer water 
resources in alignment with the District’s Mission Statement to proactively manage the water resources of 
the upper Russian River for the benefit of the people and environment of Mendocino County. 
 
Introduction 
While the Russian River watershed is experiencing drought conditions, recently recognized by the 
Mendocino County Board of Supervisors and California Governor Newsom, this report is focused on 
providing background information on the available water supply, operations of reservoirs and rivers, and 
responses by various entities.  
 
Water Supply Conditions 
Lake Mendocino storage level is 36,897 acre feet as of May 1, 2021. Though storage has been gaining 
slightly over the last month, operators expect the levels will begin dropping in the first week or so of May. 
 
The United States Army Corp of Engineers (USACE) continues to monitor conditions closely. There are 
operational restrictions to how water is released under low flows. There is also concern for water quality 
and environmental impacts. The dam releases can be closed off completely, as they were in 2019 briefly 
due to an emergency situation in the Lake, without any known risk to infrastructure. In conversation with 
USACE staff, the possibility of disconnection of stored water within the lake is not expected. 
 
Sonoma Water Agency is preparing a new Temporary Urgency Change Petition that would supersede the 
current one and expand to include the lower Russian River. Anticipated terms include a continued 
minimum instream flow requirement of 25 cfs in the Upper Russian River, a reduction from 85 to 35 cfs 
in the Lower Russian River, and a five day moving average of minimum instream flow measurements. 
This may allow for a lower buffer release that typically accommodates for unexpected losses including 
diversions. Typical draw down between March and November 1st is approximately 20,000 - 25,000 acre 
feet, which includes demands of water right diversions and meeting minimum instream flow requirements 
to accommodate for fisheries, riparian vegetation, and other natural or unaccounted losses.  
 
Additionally, Sonoma Water Agency is modeling Lake Mendocino operations under a 20,000 acre foot 
minimum storage target by the October 1, 2021. This target is significantly lower than the usual storage 
goal of 40,000 acre feet. Previous projections have shown that without aggressive demand reductions and 
the maintaining of the storage target, Lake Mendocino water levels could drop to well below 10,000 acre 
feet and completely dependent on winter precipitation to meet demands.  

(Continued….) 
 



 

 

(Pg 2 of 5/3/21 Agenda Item 5 Staff Report) 

 
Lake Pillsbury Reservoir and Potter Valley Project Diversions 
In addition to runoff, a major contribution to the water storage in Lake Mendocino is the water diverted 
from the Eel River and Lake Pillsbury reservoir through the Potter Valley Project. Due to precipitation, 
Lake Pillsbury storage levels improved over recent months to over 40,000 acre feet but are now in a steady 
decline, as is expected at this time of year. These levels are approximately 10,000 acre feet lower than any 
other year at this time. PG&E filed a Drought Flow Variance Due to Limited Water Availability with the 
Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC.) The variance indicates reductions in releases to the East 
Fork Russian River from 25 cfs to 5 cfs. It is uncertain how much, if any, of the East Fork flow will reach 
Lake Mendocino in the coming months. 
 
State Water Resources Control Board Response 
The State Water Resources Control Board (SWRCB) has convened a stakeholder group to coordinate 
current conditions. The Russian River Drought Response Group includes right holders, water use 
representatives, and regulatory agencies to disseminate and discuss current conditions, projections, and 
coordinated responses. A Steering Committee of the group is meeting 1-2 times per week. Focuses include 
identifying water supply and demand and developing draft Drought Agreement. Discussion topics recently 
identified for continued work include clarification of human health & safety uses and identifying demand, 
reduced water supply impact on commercial and agriculture, continued and enhanced outreach, and access 
for water diversions in low river flows. 
 
Notices of Water Unavailability are expected to be issued by the SWRCB in approximately mid-May. The 
SWRCB staff is still encouraging of voluntary drought agreements rather than formal actions of the Water 
Board, noting the voluntary actions have higher rates of success at local levels due to greater investment 
and participation from water users.  
 
At the Special Meeting of March 29, 2021, this Board directed GM Salomone to notify the State Water 
Resources Control Board of the District’s intent to proactively manage the available water supply and 
mitigate drought condition impacts through the development of a voluntary agreement. They further 
directed GM Salomone to communicate with Sonoma Water Agency in the development of their next 
Temporary Urgency Change Petition filing to support the reduction of minimum instream flows in 2021. 
Several meetings have occurred with both agencies and steps identified to progress the issues.  
 
Regional Response: 
The Mendocino County Board of Supervisors held a water workshop on April 12th where GM Salomone 
joined a number of water leaders in presenting. The Board of Supervisors approved endorsement of the 
2021 Drought Preparedness Campaign. Video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8RSZ3QhbRfs  
Materials: https://www.mendocinocounty.org/government/board-of-supervisors/agendas-and-minutes  

The Mendocino County Board of Supervisors adopted a Resolution Declaring a Local Emergency and 
Imminent Threat of Disaster in Mendocino County Due to Drought Conditions and Creation of an Ad 
Hoc Committee of the Board to Work on Drought Related Issues on April 20, 2021. Meeting details: 
https://mendocino.legistar.com/MeetingDetail.aspx?ID=831281&GUID=5283EFCB-618E-43A0-B835-
2799DD62EADC&Options=info|&Search=  

Governor Newsom held a press conference at Lake Mendocino on April 21, 2021 declaring a state of 
emergency for Mendocino County and Sonoma County. https://www.gov.ca.gov/2021/04/21/governor-
newsom-takes-action-to-respond-to-drought-conditions/  
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Outreach 
The District has contracted with Mendocino County Resource Conservation District to conduct public 
outreach. The 2021 Drought Preparedness Campaign was launched which will focus on outreach to 
different sectors. A new weekly email targeting municipal water saving tips was started and the weekly 
email regarding water supply conditions continues. Outreach to commercial entities is being addressed 
beginning in May and coordination with the agricultural community will be enhanced soon. The Campaign 
has been recognized and supported by Sonoma Water Agency, Sonoma-Marin Water Saving Partnership, 
Russian River Watershed Association and was also endorsed by the County Board of Supervisors. 
 
Russian River Watershed Association is hosting a new webpage to centralize 2021 drought resources with 
contributions being made by the 2021 Drought Preparedness Campaign and Sonoma-Marin Water Saving 
Partnership. The District started a Facebook page and engagement is increasing. Efforts to cooperate with 
main stream media have been successful with multiple articles, radio spots, and television.  
 
PUBLIC HEARING 
The Board will consider comments from the public regarding a potential declaration by the Board on 
pursuant to California Water Code Section 350 declaring a water shortage emergency condition within its 
boundaries and a finding and determination that the ordinary demands and requirements of water 
consumers cannot be satisfied without depleting the water supply of the distributor to the extent that 
there would be insufficient water for human consumption, sanitation, and fire protection.  The hearing 
will provide an opportunity for consumers to be heard to protest against the declaration and to present 
their respective needs to the Board. 
 
The Board will consider Declaration #21-03: Stage IV - Water Crisis in Agenda Item 6 and additional 
potential actions required to address the drought emergency in Agenda Item 7. 
 

  


