
 
 

 

 
 
 

April 29, 2015 
 
 

Ms. Kelly Souza 
Delta Stewardship Council 
980 Ninth Street, Suite 1500 
Sacramento, California 95814 

VIA E-MAIL
kelly.souza@deltacouncil.ca.gov

 
Re: April 2, 2015 Draft Delta Independent Science Board Report – 

Comments of Sacramento Valley Water Users 
 

Dear Ms. Souza: 
 
 The Regional Water Authority (RWA) and Northern California Water Association 
(NCWA) appreciate the opportunity to comment on the April 2, 2015 draft of the Delta 
Independent Science Board's (DISB) report Fish and Flows in the Sacramento-San Joaquin 
Delta: Strategic Science Needs on behalf of themselves and the Sacramento Valley Water 
Users (SVWU) group.  The SVWU's members are 33 water suppliers located in the 
Sacramento River basin who rely on their local water sources to meet the needs of over 
2,000,000 people and hundreds of thousands of acres of farmland.  (A list of the SVWU's 
members is enclosed.)  These water suppliers include many of RWA's and NCWA's members 
and are 100% regionally self-reliant for their supplies.  RWA, NCWA and the SVWU's 
members have contributed to the restoration and enhancement of fish populations throughout 
the Sacramento Valley through agreements to maintain streamflows for fish, conjunctive use 
projects to reduce demands on surface streams during dry years and on-the-ground habitat 
restoration projects. 
 
 In general, we support the conclusions of the DISB's April 2, 2015 draft report.  The 
primary point of that draft paper is that, to properly understand the effect of streamflows on 
fish in the Delta, it is necessary to analyze and model how environmental factors associated 
with streamflows affect the biological functions of those fish.  (See April 2, 2015 draft report, 
pp. 16:616-17:641, 17:680-18:687, 19:747-759.)  The draft paper contrasts this sort of 
necessary analysis with statistical analysis that seeks to correlate total fish abundance with 
single environmental parameters: 
 

While statistical correlations may be the most easily implemented option for 
management in the short term (e.g., position of X2), these correlations can 
break down in a system that is undergoing changes (climate, catastrophic 
shifts, relative species abundances, etc.) and where variables interact with one 
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another in non-linear ways.  The forecasting or predictive ability of 
correlations is inadequate for assessing impacts of new water management 
structures, pathways, or events or for detecting tipping points or thresholds. 
 

 (April 2, 2015 draft report, p. 18:723-728; see also April 2, 2015 draft report, p. 
21:818-827 (contrasting analytical focus on salinity as a key analytic component with the 
omission of water temperature from hydrodynamic models).) 
 
 These points are important for further analysis of the relationship between Delta flows 
and fish populations because, in recent years, much of the scientific and regulatory focus in 
the Delta has been on asserted correlations between streamflows and related statistical 
measures of habitat on the one hand and fish-abundance estimates on the other.  For example, 
the State Water Resources Control Board's 2010 Final Report on Development of Flow 
Criteria for the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta Ecosystem concluded that 75% of January-
June unimpaired runoff should flow through the Delta primarily based on an asserted 
statistical correlation between higher January-June streamflows and higher abundance of 
longfin smelt.  Similarly, the 2008 U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service biological opinion for delta 
smelt relied largely on statistical analysis of streamflows and the presence of "abiotic habitat" 
that delta smelt are asserted to prefer.  
 
 The DISB's recommendation that Delta science move away from such approaches and 
adopt instead improved modeling that focuses on the factors that affect specific biological 
functions of fish is consistent with emerging science that reflects a more robust analysis of 
existing fish abundance data.  In contrast with analyses that rely wholly on the final annual 
abundance estimate of the Department of Fish and Wildlife's fall midwater trawl (FMWT), 
Dr. Robert Latour of the Virginia Institute of Marine Science recently published a paper in the 
peer-reviewed journal Estuaries and Coasts that analyzes the FMWT's raw catch data using a 
standard measure of fish abundance, namely catch per unit of effort (CPUE).  (Latour, 
"Explaining Patterns of Pelagic Fish Abundance in the Sacramento-San Joaquin Data," 
Estuaries and Coasts, paper publication forthcoming, currently available on-line at 
http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s12237-015-9968-9 (2015).)  Utilizing CPUE as the 
basis for analysis, Dr. Latour's statistical analysis demonstrated that: (1) tow-by-tow CPUE 
was strongly related to Secchi depth; and (2) over the life of the FMWT, there has been 
comparatively little  empirical support for a relationship between CPUE of the relevant fish 
species – including delta smelt and longfin smelt – and any one of a broad collection of 
streamflow parameters.  Dr. Latour found that annualized total suspended solids correlate 
much more closely with CPUE than any annualized measure of streamflow, which may 
indicate, among other things, that the catchability of Delta fish species varies with water 
clarity.  (A copy of Dr. Latour's paper is enclosed.)  Dr. Latour's paper therefore reinforces the 
draft DISB report's theme that scientific efforts in the Delta should focus on how streamflows 
and other environmental factors affect the biological functions of fish. 
 
 Conclusion 
 
 We appreciate the DISB's critical review of Delta science and suggestions for how to 
advance the scientific consideration of the relationship between streamflows and fish 
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populations.  We believe the DISB's draft report is consistent with the latest published science 
as reflected in Dr. Latour's paper. 
 
      Very truly yours, 
 
REGIONAL WATER AUTHORITY 
 

By:  
John Woodling 
Executive Director 

NORTHERN CALIFORNIA WATER 
ASSOCIATION 

By:   
David Guy 
Executive Director 

 
Enclosures 
8618/Delta Science Program/L042915rsb DISB Fish Flows 
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SACRAMENTO VALLEY WATER USERS 
 
Anderson-Cottonwood Irrigation District 
Biggs-West Gridley Water District 
Browns Valley Irrigation District 
Butte Water District 
Calaveras County Water District 
City of Folsom 
City of Roseville 
City of Sacramento 
El Dorado County Water Agency 
El Dorado Water and Power Authority 
Glenn-Colusa Irrigation District 
Meridian Farms Mutual Water Company 
Natomas Central Mutual Water Company 
Paradise Irrigation District 
Pelger Mutual Water Company 
Princeton-Codora-Glenn Irrigation District 
Provident Irrigation District 
Placer County Water Agency 
Reclamation District 108 
Reclamation District 1004 
Richvale Irrigation District 
River Garden Farms 
Sacramento Suburban Water District 
Sacramento County Water Agency 
San Juan Water District 
Sacramento Municipal Utility District 
South Feather Water & Power Agency  
South Sutter Water District 
Sutter Extension Water District 
Sutter Mutual Water Company 
Western Canal Water District 
Yolo County Flood Control & Water Conservation District  
Yuba County Water Agency 

 


