
 

 
 
 
 

June 5, 2015 
 
 
 

Randy Fiorini, Chair 
Delta Stewardship Council 
980 9th Street, Suite 1500 
Sacramento, CA 95814 

 
Submitted via email to dustin.jones@deltacouncil.ca.gov 

 
RE: Delta Levees Investment Strategy Prioritization Methodology 

 
Dear Chair Fiorini: 

 
We are pleased the Delta Stewardship Council (Council) has declared that the Delta Levee 
Investment Strategy (DLIS) must reflect the “co-equal goals of providing a more reliable water 
supply for California and protecting, restoring, and enhancing the Delta ecosystem.” Moreover, 
we are pleased to see the emphasis on the coequal goals being achieved in a manner that 
protects and enhances the unique cultural, recreational, natural resource, and agricultural 
values of the Delta as an evolving place.  These requirements are especially important with 
respect to expenditure of public funds on Delta levees. In our comments below, we suggest 
several ways the DLIS can be structured to prioritize investments in flood risk reduction to help 
meet the co-equal goals. 

 
Our review of the DLIS technical memoranda focuses on the Expected Annual Change in Habitat 
(EACH) metric. Remarks by others at past peer review meetings are also valid (e.g., considering 
the effects of proposed projects on the Delta as an integrated system, not independent parts), 
and we trust those stakeholders to convey those comments on other aspects of the DLIS. 

 
We appreciate that the Council recognizes that “…flooding [on Delta islands] can have positive 
effects such as the creation of tidal wetland,” as stated in Technical Memo 3.1: Methodology 
dated April 15, 2015. The formula to calculate EACH and the probability-consequence framing 
seem reasonable for general planning purposes. We recognize the limitations to this metric, as 
acknowledged by the Council, and appreciate the tension between quantifying complex 
characteristics like habitat quality and the need for feasible metrics that can be used for 
planning purposes. 

 

 

Technical Memorandum 3.1 describes how potential habitat would be evaluated (e.g., tidal 
frame with consideration of sea level rise at particular time steps). However, without specific 
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examples and scores for net change in habitat, it is difficult to determine whether the proposed 
EACH metric would adequately represent opportunity costs to potential habitat. 

 
As the Council proceeds to develop the EACH metric, we would like to emphasize the 
importance of considering opportunity costs to habitat as a result of levee investments. For 
example, McCormack-Williamson Tract could provide important tidal march and riparian forest 
habitat under “flooded” conditions. If a proposed portfolio of projects included improvements 
to the McCormack-Williamson Tract levee system, the likelihood of actualizing those important 
habitats would be reduced. Therefore, the EACH metric should also adequately reflect the 
opportunity cost of reducing the likelihood of creating important flooded habitat. 

 
In a broader context, The Nature Conservancy and NHI believe there are other critical elements 
that should be considered in the scope of levee sustainability and enhancement of habitat 
values in the Delta.  Such elements include: 

 
 Prioritizing projects which provide net ecological benefits for aquatic and terrestrial 

species.  State law requires no net loss of habitat with these projects (Water Code 
Sections such as 12311, 12314, 12987, and 78543) and Water Code section 12987 
requires the Department of Water Resources to provide a net benefit for aquatic species 
in the Delta.  Thus, the expenditure of public funds and the Delta Protection Act require 
a high standard of ecological protection and restoration. The Council and other state 
agencies should prioritize projects which enhance the viability of species that depend on 
Delta habitat for their survival and recovery. 

 
 Recognizing the substantial potential for public recreation in the Delta which is 

constrained today due to lack of access. The Department of Parks and Recreation has 
prepared a detailed plan for improved public recreation in the Delta (Recreation 
Proposal for the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta and Suisun Marsh, DPR 2011). Priority 
should be given to Delta levee projects which improve public access to Delta waters. 

 
 Factoring in climate change as a priority condition for allocating funds among levee 

investments. In particular, the Council should determine if the islands on which the 
funds will be spent have a reasonable chance to survive sea level rise, seismic activity, 
ongoing subsidence and other increasing risks over the subsequent 30 years. 

 
 Protecting habitat for migratory birds in the Delta.  Long-term conservation strategies 

should seek to conserve upland habitat areas that may be outside the primary zone in 
the Delta. These areas offer an opportunity to mitigate impacts related to sea-level rise 
and provide more resilient habitat conditions above areas that may be inundated due to 
sea-level rise.  Protecting habitat should also include protecting bird-compatible 
agricultural lands to offset habitat losses or create new habitat. 

 
Thank you for considering our views on these important matters. We understand that the 
Council is reaching out to stakeholders to obtain input for use in establishing objectives that will 
guide creation and evaluation of investment portfolios, and we would like to meet with you to 
discuss the comments provided above and the objectives for the Delta Levees Investment 
Strategy. 
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Sincerely, 
 
 
 

 

 
Jay Ziegler, Gerald H. Meral, Ph. D. 
Director of External Affairs and Policy Director, California Water Program 
The Nature Conservancy Natural Heritage Institute 
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