
 

Mendocino County Russian River Flood Control  
& Water Conservation Improvement District 

 

STAFF REPORT 
To:  Board of Trustees  

From:   E. Salomone, General Manager 

Meeting: Tuesday, July 6, 2021 

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

____________________________________________________________________________ 

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. 
 
Water Supply Conditions 
Lake Mendocino storage level is 30,457 acre feet as of July 2, 2021, down from 34,758 acre feet on June 3, 
2021. Levels continue to drop and will throughout the summer season, though actual losses for June were 
less than projected due to abandoned water from Potter Valley exceeding projections. The Potter Valley 
Irrigation District has used approximately 50% of its allocation for the season and inflows into Lake 
Mendocino are expected to dwindle. Operators, regulators, and stakeholders continue to monitor 
conditions closely, paying particular focus on concerns for water quality, storage target, and environmental 
impacts. https://www.sonomawater.org/current-water-supply-levels 
 
Sonoma Water Agency’s Temporary Urgency Change Petition to the State Water Resources Control 
Board (SWRCB) was approved on June 14, 2021. 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. Also required are weekly 
updates which can be found on Sonoma Water’s website here: https://www.sonomawater.org/tucp  
 
Lake Pillsbury Reservoir and Potter Valley Project Diversions 
Due to drought conditions and operating restrictions in the Eel River watershed, Lake Pillsbury storage 
levels are 41.7% of the target storage curve and in a steady decline. 
 
PG&E filed a Drought Flow Variance Due to Limited Water Availability with the Federal Energy 
Regulatory Commission (FERC.) FERC issued an Order Modifying and Approving Temporary Variance 
of Flow Requirements Under License Article 52 approving reductions in releases to the East Fork Russian 
River from 25 cfs to 5 cfs and with no affects in the Eel River, noting avoidance of impacts to aquatic 
resources and species listed under the Endangered Species Act. East Branch Russian River water 
allocations curtail irrigation by 50% and aquatic habitat releases by 80%. The variance was granted for a 
limited period, through June 21, 2021, allowing for a 30 day public review and comment period. The 
District and a number of others submitted comments. On June 17th, the FERC Order on the variance 
was approved until August 13, 2021 with the following statement: “In order to fully review and consider 
the issues brought forth by the commenting and intervening parties, the Commission requires additional 
time to complete its analysis on the variance beyond June 21, 2021. Therefore, the May 5, 2021 temporary 
flow variance should be extended through August 13, 2021. However, the Commission will act as 
expeditiously as it can on the balance of the licensee’s proposal.” This is somewhat unprecedented and all 
parties await further action from FERC. 
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State Water Resources Control Board Response 
The State Water Resources Control Board (SWRCB) continues to host the Russian River Drought 
Response Group which includes right holders, water use representatives, environmental and regulatory 
agencies to disseminate and discuss current conditions, projections, coordinated responses, and SWRCB 
regulatory actions. The Steering Committee has set a standing agenda for the larger meeting and continues 
efforts to develop voluntary conservation measures/agreements and updates on conservation efforts and 
outreach. 
 
The SWRCB issued Notices of Water Unavailability on May 25, 2021 noting that as of June 1, 2021 water 
is unavailable for all post -1914 appropriative water rights and insufficient to fulfill riparian and pre-1914 
claims. Right holders must complete a Water Unavailability Certification Form and there are potential 
exceptions to the notices such as human health and safety and diversion of stored water from a reservoir. 
All right holders are encouraged to subscribe to receive email updates and SWRCB staff is developing an 
informational webinar for all water right holders to be held in early June.  
The State Water Board drought resources website for Russian River: 
https://www.waterboards.ca.gov/waterrights/water_issues/programs/drought/russian_river/ 
 
In order to formally curtail the most senior water rights, emergency regulations were developed and 
approved by the State Water Board on June 15, 2021.  GM Salomone was invited by SWRCB staff to 
present to the Water Board on the District’s institutional and organizing role in Mendocino County and 
the coordinating efforts undertaken this year, in addition to general public comment. The District also 
submitted a comment letter and District Legal Counsel provided public comment. The State Water Board 
approved the proposed regulations with some language changes and submitted at the end of June to the 
Office of Administrative Law (OAL.) The District submitted further comments.  
State Water Board meeting recording: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OmjD7TvaVfo&t=28088s 
OAL information: https://oal.ca.gov/emergency_regulations/emergency_regulation_process/  
 
The emergency regulations will not be enacted immediately but are tied to storage targets in Lake 
Mendocino. The July 1st trigger was 29,315 acre feet, which was not reached. The July 15th trigger is 27,825 
and the SWRCB staff does not anticipate that being triggered, either. This allows pre 1914 appropriative 
right holders the legal right to continue diverting, though it is generally accepted that the cessation of 
inflow from the West Fork Russian River indicates riparian water right supply is insufficient. All remaining 
authorized diverters are encouraged to implement conservation measures to protect carryover storage to 
meet human health and safety needs in the event of another drought year. 
 
District Response: 
The District has worked closely with the SWRCB staff, Sonoma Water Agency (reservoir operators), 
watershed stakeholders, and customers during the drought and water supply response. The District  
developed and implemented a management plan that was used by the State Water Board in the emergency 
regulations to manage the rediversion of previously stored water in Lake Mendocino for the District. It 
includes a diversion schedule for each customer diverting water under a District contract and/or senior 
water right that is designed to provide as much stability in the river flow as possible, avoiding spikes and 
dips. Weekly meter reads are gathered to measure the effectiveness of conservation efforts.  
 
Agricultural customers are achieving impressive conservation levels, some up to 70% reduction from usual 
demand. The municipal retailers have mandated 25% conservation from customers, which will be 
reviewed on a weekly basis, and Redwood Valley County Water District mandated a maximum of 55 
gallons per person per day due to their dependence on surplus water supplies only. 
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Public outreach continues. The contract with Mendocino County Resource Conservation District to 
conduct public outreach and initiate the 2021 Drought Preparedness Campaign came to an end June 30, 
2021 and the County of Mendocino and the California Department of Water Resources have dedicated 
funding for the Campaign beginning in July. The Campaign has been recognized and supported by 
Sonoma Water Agency, Sonoma-Marin Water Saving Partnership, Russian River Watershed Association, 
the Mendocino County Board of Supervisors, the State Water Resources Control Board, and Department 
of Water Resources. The District continues issuing weekly water supply emails with links to articles, tips, 
and other resources. District customers are offered further information and regular access to GM for 
updates and questions. Feedback indicates customers are well informed and consider their interests well 
represented by the District. 
 
Legislative advocacy continues. Senator Mike McGuire hosted a meeting with Upper Russian River 
stakeholders and the State Water Resources Control Board (Water Board Chair Esquivel and various staff) 
to provide a forum for further sharing on conditions, needed support, and funding ready projects. Follow 
up discussion with staff from Senator McGuire and Congressperson Thompson’s office were held in June. 
 
Regional Response: 
The Mendocino County Water Agency was provided some additional resources by the Mendocino County 
Board of Supervisors and a Program Manager was contracted to conduct drought response and develop a 
scope of work for the Agency. A Countywide Drought Task Force meeting was hosted by Supervisors 
McGourty and Haschak. Representatives around the county provided updates on the water supply and 
drought impact situations. Smaller meetings have been underway to focus on specific regions or issues, as 
well as site visits. The intention of the MC Water Agency is to develop a comprehensive list of funding 
ready projects and emergency needs as well as support in bringing the needed funding and support to the 
county.  
 
Sonoma County held a Drought Town Hall with a technical presentation on drought and water supply 
conditions. A link can be found on Sonoma’s drought page: https://www.sonomawater.org/drought  
 
Various water supply agencies and cities in the watershed have implemented mandatory conservation 
measures and provided water users support in their conservation efforts. Updates are provided in the weekly 
emails from the District. 
 
 
Further Information can be provided by the District upon request. 
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