
 

 

 

Mendocino County Russian River Flood Control  
& Water Conservation Improvement District 

 

STAFF REPORT 
To:  Board of Trustees  

From:   E. Salomone, General Manager 

Meeting: Monday, February 7, 2022 

RE:  Agenda Item 9: 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. 
 
Overview 
Lake Mendocino storage level was on the increase in December but despite some continued inflows, has 
remained about the same at the end of January at around 42,000 af.  This is a due both to the lack of 
precipitation and increased reservoir releases to meet required instream flows. Sonoma Water Agency 
provided the following: 
 

“Sonoma Water filed a temporary urgency change petition in mid-November to change the 
hydrologic index from cumulative inflow into Lake Pillsbury to storage thresholds at Lake 
Mendocino.  The State Board issued an order approving our petitions on December 10, 2021.  On 
January 1, 2022 storage in Lake Mendocino was approximately 41,400 acre-feet; this exceeded the 
storage threshold of 40,000 acre-feet for a Normal water supply condition.  The corresponding 
minimum instream flow for a Normal water supply condition on the Upper Russian River is 150 
cfs.  Currently, the controlling compliance point in SW’s permits is the confluence of the West and 
East Forks of the Russian River.  With the recession of flows on the West Fork we have had to 
make several increases in releases from Lake Mendocino to meet the minimum instream flow 
requirement.  On February 1, the water supply condition will be reassessed based on storage in 
Lake Mendocino.  The storage threshold to remain in a Normal water supply condition is 59,000 
acre feet.  So unless we experience a very large storm event prior to February 1, the water supply 
condition will change to Dry.  The corresponding minimum instream flow requirement for a Dry 
water supply condition is 75 cfs.”   

 
Reservoir releases began ramping down on February 1st. There may be an opportunity to refine future 
Temporary Urgency Change Petitions (TUCPs) to request moving the compliance point to at least the 
Talmage river gage, which would allow for the measuring of additional tributary contributions to the main 
stem, rather than only the West Fork flows. 
 
No additional flows above the minimum requirements have been transferred from the Eel River through 
the Potter Valley Project. This contributes to the Russian River watershed’s incredibly vulnerable position 
for 2022. 
 
While Lake Mendocino currently holds more water than it did at its height in 2021, the lowest level was 
around 12,000 af. Water quality at that level is poor and it does not provide adequate carryover storage for 
a dry winter, as we are experiencing now. It is not a desirable storage target. 
 
 



 

 

The State Water Board has continued the suspension of the current emergency regulations, allowing for 
water diversions through March 1st, 2022. This is due to both historically low demand for water and the 
excess to minimum requirement of flows lower in the mainstem. Theoretically, this would be an 
opportunity to implement the proposed on-farm groundwater recharge project the District is developing. 
There are reported benefits to this practice such as maintaining soil moisture levels, natural filtration of 
return flows improving water quality, extending return/base flows further into the season, and delaying 
the need to irrigate by 1-2 months. All of these benefits could lead to reducing the release of stored water 
from the reservoir. 
 
District Response 
In addition to continued participation in the Russian River Drought Response Group and Steering 
Committee described below, the District and Sonoma Water Agency have nearly completed an agreement 
between the two agencies that will be submitted to the Deputy Director of the State Water Resources 
Control Board. The 2021 Emergency Regulations required this agreement to specify the amount of water 
stored in Lake Mendocino pursuant to License 13898, the amount of water that will remain stored in Lake 
Mendocino for use in 2022, and a methodology acceptable to the Deputy Director for determining how 
inflows to Lake Mendocino are attributed to the Flood Control District and SCWA’s respective water 
rights.  
 
Discussion: Voluntary Conservation Program  
As previously reported, the State Water Board is supporting a facilitated process to develop a voluntary 
conservation program in the Russian River watershed. RRFC has been participating since the inception of 
this effort, along with other stakeholders and water user representatives. The intent is to develop one 
consensus-based program to implement as soon as the 2022 summer season.  
 
There are currently three options that are being presented to Boards, Councils, and focus groups. The 
attached Options Fact Sheet gives a high level overview of the three options and other information. The 
attached Talking Points document provides further information on the options and presents questions to 
provide feedback in the refining of one program to implement.   
 
The Board is being asked to provide feedback to the General Manager on the three options and program 
in general. The presented questions are: 
 

 Would you sign up for any of these agreements? Why? What specific features would make you 
join/not join a particular option? What would be needed in order for you to join a particular 
option or agreement? 

 Baseline would be used to calculate how much conservation would be expected. What are the 
pros/cons of the baseline being your historic use between 2017-2019, the face value of your water 
right(s), or your anticipated 2022 demand? 

 How viable are these conservation percentages? 
 
The State Water Resources Control Board and facilitation consultant are setting up a meeting with 
representative attorneys, including RRFC’s legal counsel, to help further refine the options and program. 
Feedback from all groups will be used to select one option and refine it further with results presented at 
the May 1, 2022 State Water Board meeting. 
 
Attachments: 

1) Lake Mendocino Storage graph 
2) Options Fact Sheet 
3) Talking Points 

 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

Graph taken from Sonoma Water’s website: https://www.sonomawater.org/current-water-supply-levels  

https://www.sonomawater.org/current-water-supply-levels


 

FACT SHEET: Russian River Drought Response  

Voluntary Conservation Agreement Options 
[JAN 2022] 

 

Preferred Option A – Conservation Stages 

All water users in the Russian River Watershed (municipal, agriculture, 
domestic) commit to conserve water throughout the dry season: diverters on 
the main stem, East Fork and West Fork as well as tributary creeks below Lake 
Mendocino. 

On May 1, the State Water Resources Control Board announces which 
conservation stage (and corresponding %) is necessary for the dry season to 
allow diversions to continue and avoid curtailments (requirement to stop 
drawing water). 

The amount of conservation in the stages range between 15%-70% depending 
on water rights priority and water supply conditions in the Russian River. 

Predictability: Water users know their supply for the dry season on May 1 in 
percentage stages for each month of the dry season (e.g. 15% in May; 25% in 
June, 45% in July).  

Transfers and exchanges among water users would be permissible. Water 
users can shift supply among their water rights and must document their 
water use. 

Curtailment: The State Water Board would curtail non-participating water 
users in order of water right priority. 

 

Goal of All Options 

The goal is for water users to 
have access to a water supply as 
long as possible in the dry 
season. 

 

Applicable to Each Option 

Conservation is based on the user’s 
historical water use (2017-2019), water 
right priority, and source of water. 

The State Water Board would serve as the 
backstop and curtail water use should 
conservation not be sufficient to protect 
Lake Mendocino storage levels for human 
health & safety and instream flows. 

 

Option B – Exchange 

Water users along the main stem of the Russian River 
(municipal, agriculture, domestic ) agree to conserve based 
on water right early in the dry season.  

Users receive “credit” for water conserved that the user 
may opt to use later in the season. 

Curtailment: The State Water Board curtails the watershed 
in order of water right priority if conservation insufficient 
and Lake Mendocino levels drop too low. Participants may 
opt to use their conserved water or transfer (sell) the 
water to others in need via an administrator.  

The amount of water conserved may not equal the water 
available to the user later in the dry season due to 
evaporation at Lake Mendocino and minimum in-stream 
flows required in the Russian River. 

 

Option C – Flat Rate 

All water users connected to the main stem of the Russian River 
(municipal, agriculture, domestic) agree to conserve a flat 
percentage on a voluntary basis.  

A flat percentage would be based on flow in the watershed and 
the amount of storage at Lake Mendocino. 

The goal is for all water users to be able to continue having 
access to some water supply. 

Priority of water right is not considered in this option. 

Curtailment: The State Water Board curtails if conservation is 
insufficient and Lake Mendocino levels drop too low. The SWB 
would curtail water users in order of water right priority.  



 

 

 Evaluating the Options Option A 
Stages 

Option B 
Exchange 

Option C 
Flat Rate 

1 Predictability for planning water supply 
Early in the season 
Certainty throughout the season 

X X  

2 Addresses priority of rights 
Nests within water rights system 

X X  

3 Data and Information 
Baseline demand, data available: Do we have the information we 
need to support and implement this program? 

X  X 

4 Level of participation is expansive / inclusive 
Able to sign on water rights holders; Broad appeal to water users 

X X X 

5 Able to achieve end-goal 
Quantity of water conserved is adequate to realize goals of 
agreement and avoid or delay curtailments  

X X X 

6 Complexity of implementation 
Able to implement in 2022 

? ? X 

7 Ease of Enrolling Participants 
Can the agreement get in front and ease of signing on? 

X X X 

8 Quality Assurance 
To what extent can administrators track conservation to assess 
ability to achieve end-goal? 

X X  

How durable is the agreement? How does the agreement need to 
adapt as new information becomes available? X X X 

 

Steering Committee developed Options 

Russian River stakeholders have been meeting for 
more than 1 year to develop a voluntary, locally 
driven option for conservation to manage water 
shortages and increased drought frequency. 
Participants include: 

Cities of Cloverdale, Healdsburg, & Ukiah; Cal Am Water; Cal 
Indian Environmental Alliance; Coyote Valley; Dry Creek 
Rancheria; Fish Friendly Farming; Gallo; Graton Rancheria; 
Hopland Band of Pomo Indians; Jackson Family Wines; Lytton; 
Mendocino County & Sonoma County Farm Bureaus; Middletown 
Rancheria; Pinoleville Pomo Nation; Russian River Confluence; RR 
Flood Control District; RVR Pomo; Sonoma Water; Sonoma RCD; 
State Water Board; Willow County Water District 

Russian River Water Sources 

Water users depend on the following water sources; each 
source has a water right priority. 

1. Natural flows—water that is primarily surface and 
subterranean flows originating within the watershed. 

2. Imported flows—water that is diverted from the Eel River 
through the Potter Valley Project to the East Fork Russian 
River. 

3. Stored water—water held in Lake Mendocino that is surplus 
to meeting the mainstem Russian River minimum instream 
flow requirements, including water right demand.  

4. Interconnected groundwater—water from an aquifer that 
has been legally defined as being directly connected to 
surface-water. 

5. Alternative sources—access to recycled water, 
groundwater, off-stream ponds, etc.  

CONTACT a Participant or Email 
russianriverdrought@waterboards.ca.gov 

 



Talking Points  
Russian River Voluntary Water Conservation Agreement 
January 2022 

Purpose 
● Drought periods in 2014-2015 and then 2020-2021 (and potentially 2022) have resulted in 

rulemaking actions and related water right curtailments by the State Water Resources Control 

Board.  

● The purpose of the voluntary agreement is to provide a locally controlled alternative to a State 

Water Board drought-driven curtailment action that supports water conservation goals for multiple 

beneficial uses of water.  

Goals 
● The voluntary conservation agreement framework works to recognize existing water conservation 

efforts and continues to support the increase of conservation practices while concurrently 

supporting the existing water rights priority system in California.  

● The goal is to implement an option in 2022 that is approved by the State Water Board, receives 

significant buy-in from local water rights holders to achieve water conservation targets, and provides 

access to water supply as long as possible in the dry season.   

Options 
● A “Steering Committee” made up of water users in both Mendocino and Sonoma Counties 

considered a number of option-proposals over the past several months and narrowed to these three 

options for feedback. 

● Option A, Conservation Stages (Preferred Option): All water users (municipal, agriculture, domestic) 

in the Russian River Watershed commit to monthly amounts of conservation between 15%-70% 

depending on water rights priority and water supply conditions in the Russian River. Conservation is 

based on the users’ historical water use (2017-2019), water right priority, and source of water. 

Transfers and exchanges among water users would be permissible. (Water uses would include 

diverters on the main stem, East Fork, and West Fork as well as tributary creeks below Lake 

Mendocino.) 

● Option B, Exchange: Water users (municipal, agriculture, domestic) with water rights connected to 

the main stem of the Russian River Watershed agree to conserve based on water right early in the 

dry season. Users receive a “credit” for water conserved those users may opt to use later in the 

season. Users may opt to use the water or transfer the water to others in need. The availability of 

water is dependent on the number of participants. Conservation is also based on the users’ historical 

water use (2017-2019). 

● Option C, Flat Rate of Conservation: All water users (municipal, agriculture, domestic) with water 

rights connected to the main stem of the Russian River Watershed agree to conserve a flat 

percentage on a voluntary basis. The goal is for all water users to be able to continue having access 

to some water supply. Priority of right is not considered under this option. 



● The goal is to narrow the application of a conservation program to a single option that is determined 
to provide the best outcomes for applying in 2022. 

Triggers & Curtailments 
● Option A, Stages: On May 1, the State Water Board announces how much conservation is necessary 

for the dry season to avoid curtailments. Water users know their supply for the dry season on May 1. 

There would be percentage stages for each month of the dry season (e.g., 15% in May; 25% in June, 

45% in July). 

● Option B, Exchange: Depending on rainfall, instream flows, and Lake Mendocino storage, the State 

Water Board announces the opening of the exchange. The amount of water conserved may not 

equal the water available to the user later in the dry season due to evaporation at Lake Mendocino 

and minimum in-stream flows required in the Russian River. 

● Option C: Local stakeholders confer with the State Water Board to identify conversation levels and 

potential regulations based on rainfall, instream flows, and Lake Mendocino storage.  

● All options: The SWRCB serves as the backstop and curtails water use when conditions are 

determined to reach a critical point to protect Lake Mendocino storage for human health & safety 

needs and instream flows for fisheries.  

Participation 
● The success of any of the options described will depend on the willingness of water rights holders, of 

all types, to volunteer to participate in the program.  

● The participation goal is to have as close to 100% participation as possible.  

Next Steps 
● The voluntary water conservation agreement approach has not been attempted in the Russian River 

Watershed before so modifications will be made based on trial and error.  

● For 2022, the determination of drought status will evolve over the next few months. This status will 

need to be known to trigger and implement the option.  

Questions to be Answered for Feedback 
• Would you sign up for any of these agreements? Why? 

o What specific features would make you join/not join a particular option? 

o What would be needed in order for you to join a particular option or agreement? 

• Baseline would be used to calculate how much conservation would be expected. What are 

the pros / cons of the baseline being your historic average use between 2017-2019, the face 

value of your water right(s), or your anticipated 2022 demand?  

• How viable are these conservation percentages?  
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