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Definitions

For the purposes of the discussion in this technical memorandum, the following terms are
defined.

The Project — The Project refers to the portion of Reach 2B that will convey Restoration
Flows, the Mendota Pool Bypass, and all facilities related to implementation.

Reach 2B — Reach 2B refers either to the existing San Joaquin River between the
Chowchilla Bifurcation Structure and the Mendota Dam or to the future portion of that
reach which will contain Restoration Flows. Reach 2B does not include the Mendota
Pool Bypass.

Mendota Pool Bypass — Refers to the portion of the Project (channels, structures, and
other facilities) that will enable conveyance of Restoration Flows around the Mendota
Pool.

Pre-appraisal level themes — Pre-appraisal level themes are concepts used in an iterative
process of modeling coupled with public outreach and concept refinement. Themes were
refined and presented as initial options in the Initial Options Technical Memorandum
(TM) (SJRRP 2010e).

Initial Options — Initial options represent building blocks for future development of
Project Alternatives. Initial options were prepared for each Project component and
presented in the Initial Options TM as a “menu” of preliminary ideas to meet the Project
goals for each component. The initial options were further refined into Initial Alternatives
by subsequent data collection, analysis and analytical tools.

Initial Alternatives — Initial Alternatives are refined versions of the initial options and
were used to conduct the alternatives evaluation presented here. The evaluation assesses
the effects of the Initial Alternatives in several key resource areas (costs, schedule, fish
habitat and passage, habitat restoration, geomorphology, economics, socioeconomics,
land use, and threatened and endangered plants and wildlife). Initial Alternatives present
a range of alternatives for each major component of the Project, both the Reach 2B
improvements (Floodplain Initial Alternatives) and the Mendota Pool Bypass (Bypass
Initial Alternatives).

Final Alternatives (Alternatives) — The Final Alternatives are those Floodplain Initial
Alternatives and Bypass Initial Alternatives that were selected following the alternatives
evaluation and paired to form a whole (complete) Project Alternative. They are presented
in the Project Description TM as Alternatives, which will feed into the Environmental
Impact Statement/Environmental Impact Report (EIS/R). Alternatives are of a sufficient
detail to evaluate benefits and impacts, including Project costs, land acquisition, and

Mendota Pool Bypass and Reach 2B Improvements Project
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mitigation needs. Each Alternative for the Project includes actions for both the Mendota
Pool Bypass and the Reach 2B improvements.
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This Draft Technical Memorandum (TM) was prepared by the San Joaquin River
Restoration Program (SJRRP) Team as a draft document in support of preparing an
Environmental Impact Statement/Environmental Impact Report (EIS/R) for the Mendota
Pool Bypass and Reach 2B Improvements Project (Project). The purpose for circulating
this document at this time is to facilitate early coordination regarding initial approaches
currently under consideration by the SJRRP Team with the Settling Parties, Third
Parties, other stakeholders, and interested members of the public. Therefore, the content
of this document may not necessarily be included in the Project EIS/R. While the SJRRP
Team is not requesting formal comments on this document, comments received will be
considered to the extent possible.

Mendota Pool Bypass and Reach 2B Improvements Project
Project Description Technical Memorandum Xiii — October 2012
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1.0 Introduction

This Project Description Technical Memorandum (TM) documents the process and
results of the Draft and Final Alternatives formulation to implement the Mendota Pool
Bypass and Reach 2B Improvements Project (Project), a component of Phase 1 of the
overall San Joaquin River Restoration Program (SJRRP). The SJRRP was established in
late 2006 to implement the Stipulation of Settlement (Settlement) in Natural Resources
Defense Council (NRDC), et al,. v. Kirk Rodgers, et al.

The U.S. Department of the Interior, Bureau of Reclamation (Reclamation), as the
Federal lead agency under the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), and the
California Department of Water Resources (DWR), as the State lead agency under the
California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA), prepared this TM as an initial step in
preparation of an Environmental Impact Statement/ Environmental Impact Report
(EIS/R) for the Project. Federal authorization for implementing the Settlement is
provided in the San Joaquin River Restoration Settlement Act (Act) (Public Law 111-11).

1.1 Purpose of this TM
This TM is intended to:

e Explain the purpose and need of the Project

e Define the Project study area

e Describe the No-Action/No-Project Alternative

e Describe the Action/Project Alternatives to be evaluated in the Project EIS/R
e Document the alternatives formulation process

e Document the alternatives evaluation methods and results

e Serve as the basis for future discussions with the Implementing Agencies,
Technical Work Groups, landowners, and other stakeholders involved in the
Project

1.2 Background

Originating high in the Sierra Nevada Mountains, the San Joaquin River carries snowmelt
from mountain meadows to the valley floor before turning north and becoming the
backbone of tributaries draining into the San Joaquin Valley. The San Joaquin River is
California’s second longest river and discharges to the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta
(Delta) and, ultimately, to the Pacific Ocean through San Francisco Bay.

Mendota Pool Bypass and Reach 2B Improvements Project
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Historically, the San Joaquin River supported a rich and diverse ecosystem influenced by
seasonal runoff patterns. During winter and spring months, runoff from Sierra Nevada
streams would spread over the valley floor and slowly drain to the Delta, providing rich
habitat supporting numerous aquatic and wildlife species, including Chinook salmon.

Over the past two centuries, development of water resources transformed the San Joaquin
River. In the late 1880s, settlers in the Central Valley drained large areas of valley floor
lands and put these lands into agricultural production, supported by small and seasonal
diversion dams on the river and a series of water conveyance and drainage canals.
Hydroelectric project development in the upper portions of the San Joaquin River
watershed harnessed power from the river and modified the natural flow patterns.

In 1944, Reclamation completed construction of Friant Dam on the San Joaquin River.
With the completion of Friant-Kern Canal in 1951 and Madera Canal in 1945, Friant
Dam diverted San Joaquin River water supplies to over 1 million acres of highly
productive farmland along the eastern portion of the San Joaquin Valley. Operation of the
dam ceased flow in some portions of the river and extirpated salmon runs in the San
Joaquin River upstream from the confluence with the Merced River.

1.2.1 Stipulation of Settlement

In 1988, a coalition of environmental groups, led by the Natural Resources Defense
Council (NRDC) filed a lawsuit, known as NRDC, et al., v. Kirk Rodgers, et al.,
challenging the renewal of long-term water service contracts between the United States
and the Central Valley Project (CVP) Friant Division contractors. On September 13,
2006, after more than 18 years of litigation, the Settling Parties, including NRDC, Friant
Water Users Authority (FWUA), and the U.S. Departments of the Interior and
Commerce, agreed on the terms and conditions of a Settlement subsequently approved by
the U.S. Eastern District Court of California (Court) on October 23, 2006. The San
Joaquin River Restoration Settlement Act (Act), included in Public Law 111-11 and
signed into law on March 30, 2009, authorizes and directs the Secretary of the Interior
(Secretary) to implement the Settlement. The Settlement establishes two primary goals:

e Restoration Goal — To restore and maintain fish populations in “good condition”
in the main stem San Joaquin River below Friant Dam to the confluence of the
Merced River, including naturally reproducing and self-sustaining populations of
salmon and other fish

e Water Management Goal — To reduce or avoid adverse water supply impacts on
all of the Friant Division long-term contractors that may result from the Interim
and Restoration flows provided for in the Settlement

To achieve the Restoration Goal, the Settlement calls for releases of water from Friant
Dam to the confluence of the Merced River (referred to as Interim and Restoration
flows), a combination of channel and structural modifications along the San Joaquin
River below Friant Dam, and reintroduction of Chinook salmon. Restoration Flows are
specific volumes of water to be released from Friant Dam during different year types,
according to Exhibit B of the Settlement; Interim Flows are experimental flows that
began in 2009 and will continue until full Restoration Flows are initiated, with the
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purpose of collecting relevant data concerning flows, temperatures, fish needs, seepage
losses, recirculation, recapture, and reuse. To achieve the Water Management Goal, the
Settlement calls for recirculation, recapture, reuse, exchange or transfer of the Interim
and Restoration flows to reduce or avoid impacts to water deliveries to all of the Friant
Division long-term contractors caused by the Interim and Restoration flows. In addition,
the Settlement establishes a Recovered Water Account (RWA) and program to make
water available to all of the Friant Division long-term contractors who provide water to
meet Interim or Restoration flows to reduce or avoid the impact of the Interim and
Restoration flows on such contractors.

The Settlement and the Act authorize and direct specific physical and operational actions
that could potentially directly or indirectly affect environmental conditions in the Central
Valley. Areas potentially affected by Settlement actions include the San Joaquin River
and associated flood bypass system, tributaries to the San Joaquin River, the Delta, and
water service areas of the CVP and State Water Project (SWP), including the Friant
Division. Settlement Paragraphs 11 through 16 describe physical and operational actions
(see Table 1-1).

Table 1-1
Restoration and Water Management Framework in Key Settlement Paragraphs
Settlement Description of Constraint or Assumption
Paragraph
11 Identifies specific channel and structural improvements considered necessary to achieve the
Restoration Goal. Includes a reach-by-reach list of improvements.
12 Acknowledges that additional channel or structural improvements not identified in
Paragraph 11 may be needed to achieve the Restoration Goal.
Identifies specific volumes of water to be released from Friant Dam during different year-
13 types (Restoration Flows), and provisional water supplies to meet the Restoration Flow

targets as provided in Exhibit B of the Settlement. Stipulates the release of full Restoration
Flows no later than January 1, 2014, subject to then-existing channel capacities.

Stipulates that spring-run and fall-run Chinook salmon be reintroduced to the San Joaquin
River between Friant Dam and the confluence of the San Joaquin River with the Merced
14 River no later than December 31, 2012, consistent with all applicable law and after
commencement of sufficient flows and the issuance of all necessary permits. Assigns
priority to wild spring-run Chinook salmon over fall-run Chinook salmon.

Specifies that Interim Flows begin no later than October 1, 2009, and continue until full
15 Restoration Flows can begin, to collect relevant data concerning flows, temperatures, fish
needs, seepage losses, recirculation, recapture, and reuse.

Requires that the Secretary of the Interior develop and implement a plan for recirculation,
recapture, reuse, exchange, or transfer of the Interim and Restoration flows to reduce or

16 avoid impacts to water deliveries for all Friant Division long-term contractors. This paragraph
also calls for establishment of an RWA and program to make water available to the Friant
Division long-term contractors who provide water to meet Interim or Restoration flows.

Key:

CEQA = California Environmental Quality Act

NEPA = National Environmental Policy Act

PEIS/R = Program Environmental Impact Statement/Environmental Impact Report
RWA = Recovered Water Account
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1.2.2 San Joaquin River Restoration Program

The SJIRRP comprises several Federal and State of California (State) agencies
responsible for implementing the Settlement. Implementing Agencies include:
Reclamation, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS), National Marine Fisheries
Service (NMFS), DWR, and California Department of Fish and Game (DFG). Exhibit C
of the Settlement set forth milestone dates for the purposes of implementing the
Settlement. The Implementing Agencies acknowledge that some of the implementation,
including this project, is unavoidably behind schedule and have developed an
Implementation Framework with a revised schedule (Third Party Working Draft
Framework for Implementation (SJRRP 2012)). In addition, the Settlement stipulates
that a Technical Advisory Committee be established, comprising six members appointed
by NRDC and FWA. The Settlement also calls for a Restoration Administrator (RA) to
be appointed by NRDC and FWA, to facilitate the Technical Advisory Committee and
provide specific recommendations to the Secretary in coordination with the Technical
Advisory Committee. The RA’s duties are defined in the Settlement, and include making
recommendations to the Secretary on the release of Interim and Restoration flows. The
RA is also responsible for consulting with the Secretary on implementing actions under
Paragraph 11 of the Settlement, and for identifying and recommending additional actions
under Paragraph 12 of the Settlement. In addition, the RA is responsible for consulting
with the Secretary on the reintroduction of Chinook salmon under Paragraph 14 of the
Settlement. The Secretary will diligently pursue completion of project-specific actions in
consultation with the RA.
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Table 1-2 shows milestone dates recommended in the Settlement. The Implementing
Agencies aim to achieve these milestones, as demonstrated by the release of Interim
Flows beginning in October 2009; however, these dates may change, pending completion
of compliance, coordination, consultation, data collection, and related efforts.
Reclamation and DWR initiated the NEPA and CEQA processes in August 2007 to
analyze implementation of the Settlement. Reclamation is the lead NEPA agency and
DWR is the lead CEQA agency in preparing the Project EIS/R.

In addition, the Settlement stipulates that a Technical Advisory Committee be
established, comprising six members appointed by NRDC and FWA. The Settlement also
calls for a Restoration Administrator (RA) to be appointed by NRDC and FWA, to
facilitate the Technical Advisory Committee and provide specific recommendations to
the Secretary in coordination with the Technical Advisory Committee. The RA’s duties
are defined in the Settlement, and include making recommendations to the Secretary on
the release of Interim and Restoration flows. The RA is also responsible for consulting
with the Secretary on implementing actions under Paragraph 11 of the Settlement, and for
identifying and recommending additional actions under Paragraph 12 of the Settlement.
In addition, the RA is responsible for consulting with the Secretary on the reintroduction
of Chinook salmon under Paragraph 14 of the Settlement. The Secretary will diligently
pursue completion of project-specific actions in consultation with the RA.
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Table 1-2
Key Settlement Milestones
Date Milestone® Status
October 2009 = Initiate Interim Flows and Monitoring Program Completed
September 2010 = USFWS submits a completed permit application to Completed
NMFS for reintroduction of spring-run Chinook salmon
April 2012 = NMFS issues a decision on the permit application for Future
reintroduction of spring-run Chinook salmon
December 2012 = Reintroduce spring-run and fall-run Chinook salmon, if Future
permitted by NMFS
December 2013 = Complete Phase 1 improvements identified in the Future
Settlement

= Secretary of the Interior, in consultation with NRDC and
FWA, develops operational guidelines

January 2014 = Initiate full Restoration Flows Future

December 2016 = Complete Phase 2 improvements identified in the Future
Settlement

December 2024 = Secretary of Commerce reports to Congress on the Future

progress made in reintroducing spring-run and fall-run
Chinook salmon and discusses plans for future
implementation of the Settlement

December 2025 = Review and revise Restoration Flows, if necessary Future

January — July 2026 | = Any party to the Settlement may file a motion to request | Future
an increase, decrease, or material change in the quantity
and/or timing of Restoration Flows

Note:

! These milestones are set forth in the Settlement.
Key:

FWA = Friant Water Authority

NMFS = National Marine Fisheries Service
NRDC = Natural Resources Defense Council
Settlement = Stipulation of Settlement

USFWS = U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service

1.2.3 Overview of the Mendota Pool Bypass and Reach 2B Improvements
The Mendota Pool Bypass and Reach 2B Improvements Project (Project) includes the
construction, operation, and maintenance of the Mendota Pool Bypass and improvements
in the San Joaquin River channel in Reach 2B to convey at least 4,500 cubic feet per
second (cfs). The Project area (Figure 1-1 and Figure 1-2) extends from approximately
0.3 miles above the Chowchilla Bypass Bifurcation Structure to approximately 1.0 mile
below the Mendota Dam. It comprises the area that could be directly affected by the
Project. The Project may also indirectly affect nearby portions of Reach 2A and Reach 3.
The Project area is in Fresno and Madera counties, near the town of Mendota, California.

The Mendota Pool Bypass and Reach 2B improvements defined in the Settlement are
(Settlement Paragraph 11(a)):
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(1) Creation of a bypass channel around Mendota Pool to ensure
conveyance of at least 4,500 cfs from Reach 2B downstream to Reach
3. This improvement requires construction of a structure capable of
directing flow down the bypass and allowing the Secretary to make
deliveries of San Joaquin River water into Mendota Pool when
necessary;

(2) Modifications in channel capacity (incorporating new floodplain
and related riparian habitat) to ensure conveyance of at least 4,500 cfs
in Reach 2B between the Chowchilla Bifurcation Structure and the
new Mendota Pool bypass channel.

Because the functions of these channels may be inter-related, the design, environmental
compliance, and construction of the two are being addressed as one project. The Project
shall be implemented consistent with the Settlement and the San Joaquin River
Restoration Settlement Act, Public Law 111-11, with implementation dates clarified by
the Implementation Framework (SJRRP 2012).

The Mendota Pool Bypass would include conveying at least 4,500 cfs around the Pool
from Reach 2B to Reach 3 and a fish barrier to direct upmigrating adult salmon into the
bypass. The bypass could be accomplished by constructing a new channel around
Mendota Pool or by limiting Mendota Pool to areas outside of the San Joaquin River.
This action would include the ability to divert 2,500 cfs to the Pool and may consist of a
bifurcation structure in Reach 2B. The bifurcation structure would include a fish passage
facility to enable up-migrating salmon to pass the structure and a fish screen to direct out-
migrating fish into the bypass channel and minimize or avoid fish entrainment to the
Pool.

Improvements to Reach 2B would include modifications to the San Joaquin River
channel from the Chowchilla Bypass Bifurcation Structure to the new Mendota Pool
Bypass to provide a capacity of at least 4,500 cfs with integrated floodplain habitat. The
options under consideration include potential levee setbacks along Reach 2B to increase
the channel and floodplain capacity and provide for floodplain habitat. Floodplain habitat
is included along the Reach 2B portion of the Project as required by the Settlement;
floodplain habitat is being considered along the Mendota Pool Bypass channel because
Central Valley floodplains have been shown to be of value to rearing juvenile salmon as
they migrate downstream (Jeffres 2008, Grosholz 2006, Sommer 2004, Sommer 2001).
In addition, the SJIRRP Fisheries Management Plan (SJRRP 2010) describes that
sufficient floodplain habitat is an important feature for meeting salmon population
targets.

Improvements included in the project could potentially be implemented in a phased
approach to facilitate scheduling and funding. Phased implementation is discussed
further in Section 3.4.14.
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1.2.4 Scoping and Public Involvement Process

The Implementing Agencies conducted public and stakeholder outreach activities to
engage and inform all interested parties of Project activities. Engaging those interested
parties helped to inform the process for scoping the Project Alternatives, including
development of this Project Description TM. Reclamation initiated the NEPA process by
issuing a Notice of Intent (NOI) on July 13, 2009, and DWR initiated the CEQA process
by issuing a Notice of Preparation (NOP) on the same day, to prepare a Project EIS/R and
hold public scoping meetings. The Project EIS/R scoping comment period began the date
the NOI was issued and ended on August 14, 2009. The Implementing Agencies
convened two public meetings, one each in Fresno (July 28, 2009) and Firebaugh (July
29, 2009), to inform the public and interested stakeholders about the Project, and to
solicit comments and input on the scope of the EIS/R. Reclamation and DWR received
comments from 29 entities, including Federal and State agencies, local interest groups,
local residents, farmers, landowners, public advocacy groups, and individuals. The
comments received were summarized in a Public Scoping Report released February 2010
(SJRRP 2010c). The NEPA scoping process also serves as the scoping process for
compliance with other Federal laws such as the National Historic Preservation Act,
Section 106.

Public involvement and outreach activities have enabled the Implementing Agencies to
involve stakeholders and incorporate public and stakeholder input into the development
of major Project documents, including this Project Description TM. These activities seek
to create an open and transparent process through which the general public, stakeholders,
affected Third Parties, and other interested parties can track and participate in SJRRP
activities, including the formulation of alternatives for this Project Description TM.
Ongoing public outreach activities conducted in support of the Project include the
following:

e Hosting Project-specific landowner meetings as well as participating in SJIRRP
Technical Feedback Meetings with subject-matter experts, Settling Parties,
affected stakeholders, and the general public to obtain information and viewpoints
from individual attendees; provide updates on the status of Project work products;
keep the Technical Feedback Group up-to-date with the current status of the
Project; gather feedback on Project documents; and discuss potential
opportunities and constraints that may arise. The format of obtaining and
disseminating information through the landowner meetings and Technical
Feedback Group meetings is intended to be flexible to address the issues and
documents at hand and to accommaodate the needs of the SIRRP, Settling Parties,
stakeholders, and the general public.

e Making available technical memoranda and other milestone Project documents to
the general public, stakeholders, affected Third Parties, and other interested
parties on the SJRRP Web site.

The lead agency must, whenever practicable, use a consensus-based management
approach to the NEPA process, as required by 43 CFR 46.110. Consensus-based
management “...involves outreach to persons, organizations or communities who may be
interested in or affected by a proposed action with an assurance that their input will be
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given consideration by the Responsible Official in selecting a course of action” (43 CFR
46.110(a)). The Project Description TM was developed with a consensus-based
management approach. The completed and ongoing activities conducted in support of the
Project, as described above, constitute outreach performed in support of this approach.
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Figure 1-1
Overview of the SJRRP Restoration Area and the Project Vicinity
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Mendota Pool Bypass and Reach 2B Channel Improvements Project Vicinity
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1.3 Purpose and Uses of the Project EIS/R

The purpose of the Draft Project EIS/R will be to analyze the project-specific direct,
indirect, and cumulative impacts of implementing the Project as directed by the Act,
consistent with NEPA/CEQA requirements. The Draft Project EIS/R will serve as an
informational document for decision makers, public agencies, hon-government
organizations, and the general public regarding the potential direct and indirect
environmental consequences of implementing any of the alternatives.

The Draft Project EIS/R will not identify a preferred alternative for implementation.
Consistent with CEQ Regulations, 40 CFR Part 46.425, and State CEQA Guidelines, the
Final Project EIS/R will identify a preferred alternative for implementation (or
alternatives, if more than one exists). The preferred alternative will be identified in the
Final Project EIS/R based on the information presented in this Draft Project EIS/R, in
light of any potential revisions made in response to comments received on the Draft
Project EIS/R. After the Final Project EIS/R is published, Reclamation will prepare and
adopt a Record of Decision, and DWR will prepare and adopt a Notice of Determination,
to implement the preferred alternative.

1.3.1 National Environmental Policy Act

NEPA provides an interdisciplinary framework for Federal agencies to take
environmental factors into account during a decision making process (42 United States
Code (USC) 4321, 40 CFR 1500.1). NEPA requires an Environmental Impact Statement
(EIS) whenever a proposed major Federal action (e.g., a proposal for legislation or an
activity financed, assisted, conducted, or approved by a Federal agency with Federal
agency control) significantly affects the quality of the human environment. Section
1508.14 of the CEQ Regulations defines the human environment to include “the natural
and physical environment and the relationship of people with that environment.”

The EIS, in conjunction with other relevant material, is used by the Federal Government
to plan actions and make decisions. Section 1502.1 of the CEQ Regulations states that an
EIS primarily serves as an action-forcing device to infuse the policies and goals defined
in NEPA into ongoing programs and actions of the Federal Government. As an
informational document, an EIS provides a rigorous and objective evaluation of all
reasonable alternatives; full and open disclosure of environmental consequences before
agency action; an interdisciplinary approach to project evaluation; identification of
measures to mitigate impacts; and an avenue for public and agency participation in
decision making (40 CFR 1502.1). NEPA defines mitigation as avoiding, minimizing,
rectifying, reducing, or compensating for significant effects of a proposed action (40 CFR
1508.20). NEPA also requires evaluating a proposed action and alternatives at an equal
level of detail.

NEPA requires that a lead agency “include [in an EIS] appropriate mitigation measures
not already included in the proposed action or alternatives” (40 CFR 1502.14(f)). An EIS
must also include discussions of “means to mitigate adverse environmental impacts (if
not fully covered under Section 1502.14(f)).” In preparing a Record of Decision under 40
CFR 1505.2, a lead agency must “[s]tate whether all practicable means to avoid or
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minimize environmental harm from the alternative selected have been adopted, and if not,
why they were not. A monitoring and enforcement program shall be adopted and
summarized where applicable for any mitigation.”

1.3.2 California Environmental Quality Act

The State CEQA Guidelines (14 CCR Section 15064(f)(1)) require that an Environmental
Impact Report (EIR) be prepared whenever a project may result in a significant
environmental impact. Section 15064(d) states that *“in evaluating the significance of the
environmental effect of a project, the lead agency shall consider direct physical changes
in the environment which may be caused by the project and reasonably foreseeable
indirect physical changes in the environment which may be caused by the project.” An
EIR is an informational document used to inform public agency decision makers and the
general public of the significant environmental effects of a project, identify possible ways
to mitigate or avoid the significant effects, and describe a range of reasonable alternatives
to the project that could feasibly attain most of the basic objectives of the project while
substantially lessening or avoiding any of the significant environmental impacts. When
determining whether to approve a project, State and local public agencies are required by
CEQA to consider the information presented in the EIR.

CEQA requires that State and local government agencies consider the potential
environmental effects of projects over which they have discretionary authority before
taking action on those projects (Public Resources Code (PRC) Section 21000 et seq.).
CEQA also requires that each public agency avoid or mitigate to less-than-significant
levels, wherever feasible, the significant environmental effects of projects it approves or
implements. If a project would result in significant and unavoidable environmental
impacts that cannot be feasibly mitigated to less-than-significant levels, the project can
still be approved, but the lead agency’s decision makers must issue a “statement of
overriding considerations” explaining in writing the specific economic, social, or other
considerations that they conclude, based on substantial evidence, make those significant
effects acceptable.

Section 15126.6(a) of the State CEQA Guidelines also requires that an EIR describe and
evaluate a reasonable range of alternatives that would feasibly attain most of the basic
project objectives, and would avoid or substantially lessen any significant impact of the
project, as proposed. A range of reasonable alternatives is analyzed to define issues and
provide a clear basis for choice among options. CEQA requires that the lead agency
consider alternatives that would avoid or reduce one or more of the significant impacts
identified for a project in an EIR. The State CEQA Guidelines state that the range of
alternatives required to be evaluated in an EIR is governed by the “rule of reason”; the
EIR needs to describe and evaluate only those alternatives necessary to permit a
reasonable choice and to foster informed decision making and informed public
participation (Section 15126.6(f)). Consideration of alternatives focuses on those that can
either eliminate significant adverse environmental impacts, or reduce them to less-than
significant levels; alternatives considered in this context may include those that are more
costly and those that could impede to some degree the attainment of all project objectives
(Section 15126(b)). CEQA does not require alternatives to be evaluated in the same level
of detail as the proposed project.
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1.3.3 Type of Environmental Document
The Draft Project EIS/R, which this Project Description TM will become part of, will
present project-level analyses of certain actions fully described in each alternative.
Actions considered for evaluation but not included in the action alternatives (described in
Attachment A, “Alternatives Evaluation”) are not prohibited from future implementation,
but would require separate analysis pursuant to NEPA and/or CEQA at a project level of

detail.

Compliance and Permits Supported by the Project EIS/R

The Project EIS/R will support the needed permits, petitions, and similar compliance,
coordination, and consultation efforts for the Project actions, as shown in Table 1-3 and
described in Section 5.0.

Table 1-3

Compliance, Consultation, and Coordination to Be Supported by the Project EIS/R

Resource
Applicable

Laws/Regulations/Permits

Regulating Agency/Agencies

All

San Joaquin River Restoration Settlement Act

Secretary of the Interior

Wetlands and
Waters

Section 10 of the Rivers and Harbors Act —
Individual or General Permit

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers

Section 401 of the Clean Water Act — Water
Quality Certification or Waiver

Regional Water Quality Control Board

Section 402 of the Clean Water Act — National
Pollutant Discharge Elimination System
permit(s)

State Water Resources Control Board
and Regional Water Quality Control
Board

Section 404 of the Clean Water Act — Individual
or General Permit

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers

Sections 1600 through 1607 of the California
Fish and Game Code — Streambed Alteration
Agreement

California Department of Fish and Game

Federally Listed
Species

Section 7 of the Federal Endangered Species
Act — Section 7 Consultation

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and
National Marine Fisheries Service

Section 10(j) of the Federal Endangered
Species Act — Section 10 permit

National Marine Fisheries Service

Fish and Wildlife
Resources

Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and
Management Act

National Marine Fisheries Service

Fish and Wildlife Coordination Act report

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service

Migratory Bird Treaty Act

U.S Fish and Wildlife Service

Bald and Golden Eagle Protection Act

U.S Fish and Wildlife Service

Cultural Resources

National Historic Preservation Act — Section
106 Consultation

State Office of Historic Preservation
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Compliance, Consultation, and Coordination to Be Supported by the Project EIS/R

Resource
Applicable

Laws/Regulations/Permits

Regulating Agency/Agencies

State-Listed

Sections 2080.1 and 2081 of the California

California Department of Fish and Game

Species/State Endangered Species Act — Consistency

Special-Status Determination/Incidental Take Permit

Species California Native Plant Protection Act California Department of Fish and Game
Section 14 of the Rivers and Harbors Act U.S. Army Corps of Engineers
(“Section 408”) — Permission

Levees and Central Valley Flood Protection Board Central Valley Flood Protection Board

Floodways Encroachment Permit and 33 Code of Federal and U.S. Army Corps of Engineers
Regulations 208.10 (U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers review)

. Section 9 of the Rivers and Harbors Act and U.S Coast Guard
Bridges

General Bridge Act of 1946 permit

Water Quality

Porter-Cologne Water Quality Control Act and
Basin Plan for the Sacramento River & San
Joaquin River Basins

Regional Water Quality Control Board

Water Rights

California Water Code — Water Right Petitions
(including petitions for changes to Water Right
Permits 11885, 11886, and 11887)

State Water Resources Control Board

State Lands

Land Use Lease

State Lands Commission

Air Quality

Authority to Construct, Permit to Operate

San Joaquin Valley Air Pollution Control
District Program

State-Owned
Roadways

Encroachment Permit

California Department of Transportation

Surface Mining

California Surface Mining and Reclamation Act
permit

California Surface Mining and
Reclamation Act lead agencies and
California Department of Conservation

1.4 Relationship to Other SJRRP NEPA and CEQA

Documents

Several environmental documents have been prepared previously to facilitate early
actions needed to implement the Settlement. These documents include the following:

¢ Installation and Rehabilitation of Stream Gages on the San Joaquin River,
Fresno, Madera, and Merced Counties, California Environmental Assessment
(EA)/Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI). Reclamation. December 2008.

e San Joaquin River Restoration Program Water Level Recorder Installation and
Data Collection Notice of Exemption (NOE). DWR. February 2009.

e San Joaquin River Restoration Program Scour Chain Installation and Data
Collection NOE. DWR. February 2009.
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e Stream Gage Installation and Operation and Maintenance Project Initial Study
(I1S)/Mitigated Negative Declaration (MND). DWR. March 2009.

e San Joaquin River Restoration Program Stream Bed and Sand Sampling NOE.
DWR. April 2009.

e Chowchilla Bifurcation Structure Gate Seal Installation NOE. DWR. August
2009.

e Interim Flows Project — Water Year 2010 Final EA/FONSI and IS/MND.
Reclamation and DWR. September 2009.

e Draft San Joaquin River Restoration Program Geotechnical Investigation and
Seepage Well Installation Project ISSMND. DWR. October 2009

e Interim Flows Project — Water Year 2011 Final Supplemental EA/FONSI.
Reclamation. September 2010.

e Draft San Joaquin River Restoration Program PEIS/R. April 2011.

e Recirculation of Recaptured Water Year 2011 San Joaquin River Restoration
Program Interim Flows Final EA. May 2011.

e Friant-Kern Canal Capacity Restoration Draft EA/FONSI. June 2011

e Interim Flows Project — Water Year 2012 Draft Supplemental EA/FONSI.
Reclamation. June 2011.

1.5 Purpose and Need for Action and Project Objectives

NEPA regulations require a statement of “the underlying purpose and need to which the
agency is responding in proposing the alternatives, including the Proposed Action” (40
CFR 1502.13). The State of California (State) CEQA Guidelines require a clearly written
statement of objectives, including the underlying purpose of a project (Guidelines Section
15124(Db)).

The purpose of the Proposed Action is to implement portions of the Settlement consistent
with the Act. The Act authorizes and directs the Secretary to implement the Settlement.
Specifically, this Project is intended to implement Paragraphs 11(a)(1) and 11(a)(2) of the
Settlement, which are authorized in Sec. 10004.(a)(1) of the Act.

The Settlement specifies the need, which requires modifications to Reach 2B and
construction of a bypass around Mendota Pool in support of achieving the Restoration
Goal (Settlement Paragraph 2):

... a goal of this Settlement is to restore and maintain fish populations
in ““good condition’ in the main stem of the San Joaquin River below
Friant Dam to the confluence of the Merced River, including
naturally-reproducing and self-sustaining populations of salmon and
other fish (the *““Restoration Goal™).
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The objectives of the proposed action are identified in Paragraphs 11(a)(1) and 11(a)(2)
of the Settlement:

Paragraph 11(a)(1)

Creation of a bypass channel around Mendota Pool to ensure
conveyance of at least 4,500 cfs from Reach 2B downstream to Reach
3. This improvement requires construction of a structure capable of
directing flow down the bypass and allowing the Secretary to make
deliveries of San Joaquin River water into Mendota Pool when
necessary;

Paragraph 11(a)(2)

Modifications in channel capacity (incorporating new floodplain and
related riparian habitat) to ensure conveyance of at least 4,500 cfs in
Reach 2B between the Chowchilla Bifurcation Structure and the new
Mendota Pool bypass Channel;

The purpose and objectives respond to a need to provide increased capacity and
floodplain and riparian habitat in Reach 2B, as well as fish passage and rearing habitat.

1.6 Responsibilities of Lead Agencies, Responsible
Agency, and Implementing Agencies

Reclamation is the lead NEPA agency and DWR is the lead CEQA agency in preparing
this Project Description TM. The actions identified in the Project Description TM include
actions to be undertaken by Reclamation and DWR, and other implementing parties. The
effects of these actions are to be identified in the Project EIS/R.

The Implementing Agencies include Reclamation, USFWS, NMFS, DWR, and DFG.
The Settlement identifies the Secretary as the lead Federal entity responsible for
implementation and USFWS as the lead Federal agency responsible for reintroduction of
spring-run and fall-run Chinook salmon. The Settlement also identifies the Secretary of
the U.S. Department of Commerce, through NMFS, as a necessary participant to allow
for permitting the reintroduction of spring-run Chinook salmon. The Act authorizes and
directs the Secretary to implement the Settlement and appropriates funds for
implementation. Implementation of the Settlement also requires involvement of the
State’s Natural Resources Agency through DWR and DFG. Consistent with a
Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between the Settling Parties and the State, the
California Natural Resources Agency will play a major role in funding and implementing
actions called for in the Settlement and in the Act. DWR will assist in planning,
designing, and constructing the physical improvements identified in the Settlement,
including projects related to flood protection, levee relocation, and modifications to and
maintenance of channel facilities. DFG will provide technical assistance on actions
related to the release of Interim and Restoration flows and the reintroduction and
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monitoring of fish, and planning, designing, and constructing facilities to provide fish

passage. SWRCB, as a State agency, may take a discretionary action, in the form of a
water rights approval related to the relocation of diversions. Additional information on
responsible agencies and permit requirements is provided in Section 5.0.

1.7 Project Study Area

1.7.1 Geographic Area Description

The study area for the Project, shown in Figure 1-2, (township 13S, range 15E) includes
areas that may be affected directly or indirectly by implementing Project actions. The
Project has two major components: Reach 2B and the Mendota Pool Bypass. Reach 2B
generally includes the area from the San Joaquin River Control Structure near the
Chowchilla Bypass downstream to Mendota Dam. Improvements in Reach 2B, which
vary by Alternative, extend from the Chowchilla Bifurcation Structure on the upstream
end to the head of the Mendota Pool Bypass channel or to Mendota Dam on the
downstream end. However, Reach 2B improvements may also include areas just
upstream of the Chowchilla Bifurcation Structure and may continue downstream of the
head of the Mendota Pool Bypass or Mendota Dam, including the Pool area, as necessary
to meet Project goals and objectives. The lateral extent of Reach 2B improvements,
which varies by Alternative, includes lands to the north and south of the San Joaquin
River in Reach 2B.

The Mendota Pool Bypass generally includes the area from the downstream end of the
Reach 2B improvements to a tie-in location in Reach 3. Improvements for the Mendota
Pool Bypass, which vary by Alternative, extend from the area south of Mowry Bridge
over Fresno Slough to the area north of Mendota Dam where the Bypass ties into Reach
3. The Mendota Pool Bypass also includes areas adjacent to and on the west side of
Mendota Pool and Fresno Slough and areas to the south of the Reach 2B improvements.
Avreas indirectly affected by this Project include the portions of Reach 3 to the
downstream and Reach 2A to the upstream that are outside the study area.

The study area reflects current estimates of areas that may be affected by the Project
Alternatives. In the Project EIS/R, the area where direct and indirect effects may occur
differs according to resource area; therefore, the geographic range and environmental
conditions that would be described in the Project EIS/R would vary by resource.

1.7.2 Description of Existing Conditions within the Study Area

At the upstream end of the Project, the Chowchilla Bifurcation Structure is used to
control and route flood releases from Friant Dam and the upstream watershed into Reach
2B and the Chowchilla Bypass, a flood protection project on the San Joaquin River.
Under no-flow conditions, plunge pools (approximately 7 feet deep and 10 feet deep,
respectively) can be observed at the downstream base of the Chowchilla Bifurcation
Structure in both the San Joaquin River and the Chowchilla Bypass.

Reach 2B ends on the downstream end at the Mendota Dam, which creates Mendota Pool
(Pool). The Delta Mendota Canal terminates at the Pool, which distributes water
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deliveries from the Delta to the San Joaquin River Exchange Contractors (Exchange
Contractors) via the Main Canal, Helm Ditch, Columbia Canal, Main Lift Canal, and
Outside Canal. The Pool is shallow with little storage volume, and the pool elevation is
maintained for the purposes of hydraulic head into Fresno Slough. The Pool does not
contain additional storage above the operating elevation and, therefore, does not provide
substantial flood control protection. During flood releases, the flash boards are removed
at Mendota Dam allowing the backwatered Pool to become part of the flowing river.

Flood flows through Mendota
Pool are released from Friant
Dam, Pine Flat Dam, or both.
Friant Dam flood control
releases may be diverted into
Reach 2B at the Chowchilla
Bifurcation Structure, and Pine
Flat Dam flood control releases
may be diverted into Mendota
Pool via the James Bypass and
Fresno Slough. Pine Flat Dam
flood control releases have

priority over Friant Dam flood ; igue 13

control releases, so depending Reach 2B Channel prior to Interim Flows
on the available capacity in (12/15/09)

Reach 3, a portion or all of the

flow from Reach 2A may be diverted into the Chowchilla Bypass. Pine Flat Dam flood
control releases into Mendota Pool occur in wet years (approximately 1 in 5 years).
Accordingly during wet years, flow in Reach 2B may be reduced during flood control
releases from Pine Flat Dam.

The Project study area includes only one existing private crossing, a dip-crossing at San
Mateo Avenue, consisting of a culvert to convey low flows and an earthen embankment
supporting the roadbed, which is overtopped during higher flows.

The San Mateo Avenue crossing is the approximate limits of the backwater effects of the
Pool. Downstream of San Mateo Avenue, the river channel is inundated as a result of the
Pool water surface elevation. Upstream of the crossing, the channel is only wetted during
Interim Flows or flood releases from Friant Dam. The Pool and associated river channel
are drained approximately every two years to inspect and perform maintenance on
Mendota Dam.

Several water diversions (including Lone Willow Slough and the Columbia Canal),
canals, lift stations, and groundwater wells exist within the Project area. Additionally,
electrical and gas distribution lines and water pipelines lie within the Project area.
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Existing Land Use and Habitat

A narrow corridor of riparian and aquatic habitat exists along the river corridor, levees,
and at Mendota Pool; otherwise, land use within and surrounding the Project area is
primarily agriculture with the exception of the water management facilities at the Pool.

The Pool backwater supports perennial riparian vegetation, predominantly willow
riparian and cottonwood riparian forest communities with emergent wetland
communities. Upstream of San Mateo Avenue and prior to Interim Flows, the channel
exhibited a sandy substrate with little to no in-channel vegetation. Existing vegetation
along the banks of the channel in these areas consists predominantly of riparian scrub and
willow scrub communities.

Existing Fish Population and Habitat Conditions

Prior to Interim Flows, Reach 2B upstream of San Mateo Avenue was dry except during
flood flows (approximate frequency is every 5 years) consequently there are very limited
in-channel habitat features. The Pool contains mostly introduced fishes and potentially a
few native fish. The biannual dewatering of the Pool leaves the Pool site mostly dry, but
some locations hold standing water during the several week period the Pool is drained in
mid-winter.

The Reach 2B channel bed is composed of unconsolidated fine sand and there is little
definition of the channel bed, which is typical for sand bed systems. No pool-bar
structure or bed features occur which would typically be used in gravel bed or coarser
systems to classify and evaluate fish habitat features (pools, riffles, runs) or conditions
(instream cover, overhead cover, etc.).

Aquatic habitat in Reach 2B upstream of San Mateo Avenue is limited because there is a
long history of the channel being dry prior to the start of Interim Flows. Riparian
vegetation is limited to the levees along the channel banks. In the lower portion of Reach
2B, the channel is defined where vegetation has been established along the backwatered
portion from the Pool between Mendota Dam and San Mateo Avenue. The Pool is
bordered by emergent, wetland and riparian vegetation including mature cottonwood
trees. Aquatic habitat in this section of river is affected by the backwatering of Mendota
Dam and sedimentation in the Pool.

Existing Structures

Chowchilla Bifurcation Structure

The most upstream structure is the Chowchilla Bifurcation Structure (Figure 1-2 and
Figure 1-4). This structure is used to route flood flows in excess of water supply demands
down the Chowchilla Bypass. The structure has wingwalls bounding four gated bays on
each channel. The bays are essentially 20-foot wide by 18-foot high box culverts
containing a trash rack on the upstream side (Figure 1-5). The four bays discharge across
a row of energy dissipaters (dragons teeth) then over a concrete slab that is bounded on
the downstream end by a 2-foot high concrete weir. Immediately below the concrete weir
is a row of rip rap sitting against the concrete weir and above the sand bed of Reach 2B
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(Figure 1-6). Upstream and downstream of the structure, is the sand bed of Reach 2A and
2B, respectively.

W MRS i

Figure 1-4
View from downstream of the Chowchilla Bifurcation Structure in Reach 2B
(12/15/09)

Figure 1-5
Inside of one of the bays at the Chowchilla Bifurcation Structure