
 
 
April 26, 2016 
 
 
Delivered via regular mail and email: jpearson@deltacouncil.ca.gov 
 
Ms. Jessica Pearson-Roberts 
Executive Officer 
Delta Stewardship Council  
980 Ninth Street, Suite 1500  
Sacramento, CA 95814 
 
Dear Ms. Pearson-Roberts: 
 
The State Water Contractors have been following the Delta Stewardship 
Council’s (DSC) development of the Delta Levee Investment Strategy and have 
provided occasional input to its development.  As background, the State Water 
Contractors (SWC) represent 27 of the 29 agencies that have contracted for water 
supplies from the State Water Project (SWP).  Since the SWP relies, in part, on 
conveyance of water through the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta, we are very 
interested in the reliability of Delta levees, considering rising sea levels and other 
physical phenomena.  
 
As a result of analysis, in coordination with the California Department of Water 
Resources, the SWC have worked on a strategy for providing reliable 
conveyance of water through the Sacramento Delta through a combination of an 
emergency response plan and selective levee strengthening.  The emergency 
response plan would provide for actions such as quickly filling breaches in key 
levees with the potential for adverse water quality impacts and implementation 
of an emergency pathway approach to provide partial conveyance capability in 
the event of multiple levee failures from events such as major earthquakes.  In 
brief, the proposed conveyance strategy of water export interests relies on 
selective levee improvements, together with a robust emergency response 
strategy.  Additionally, the proposed strategy for reliable Delta conveyance is 
necessary with or without the California WaterFix, as significant portions of the 
water supply needed to provide for SWP supply would continue to move through 
Delta waterways even with the California WaterFix. 
 
As the DSC has developed the Delta Levee Investment Strategy, we have 
observed continuing comments related to the interconnectedness of Delta Levees 
and the need to protect all islands.  We believe that the analysis of that issue 
developed by the Delta Risk Management Strategy (DRMS) is the most 
conclusive on this issue and demonstrates that key levee improvements can be 
considered on an island-by-island basis.  Further, as early as 1982, DWR Bulletin 
192-82 noted, “Because there is concern that the separate islands of the Delta 
cannot be maintained in perpetuity, the Legislature may modify its policy  
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of maintaining the present configuration over the long term.”   Levee breaches and island failures 
can result in substantial additional costs to ameliorate impacts to adjacent islands (such as 
increased armoring of the interior levees of potentially flooded islands or increased armoring of 
exterior levees of adjacent islands) and those costs should be considered.  However, a blanket 
approach of requiring protection of the status quo of all islands does not appear to be appropriate. 
 
As we have indicated in the past, we have had some concerns with the approach originally 
proposed by the DSC for developing the Delta Levee Investment Strategy.  While we understand 
the rationale for making simplifying assumptions for purposes of expediting the development of 
the strategy in a limited timeframe, we remain concerned with the following issues: 
 

• The designation of water supply benefits based strictly on an island’s proximity to an 
assigned “conveyance” route throughout the Delta is not a good approach to determining 
water supply benefits, particularly in areas of the North Delta, generally north of the San 
Joaquin River.  In those North Delta areas, water quality can be improved following up on 
potential widespread levee failures by short-term releases of additional flows on the 
Sacramento River. 

 
• While proximity to “conveyance” routes is not appropriate in the North Delta, it may have 

limited application for adjacent levees in selected channels in the South Delta, generally 
south of the San Joaquin River.  In the South Delta, an emergency pathway approach, which 
relies on improvements to specific levees along portions of Old and Middle Rivers (not 
necessarily protection of entire islands) appears to be the best approach for recovery from 
potential delta levee failure events.  As discussed below, the DSC’s analysis approach to 
this issue appears to be evolving and has begun to address some of our past concerns.  

 
• DRMS concluded that certain western Delta island levees should not be breached because 

of impacts to all water users within in the Delta.  However, levee breaches and 
abandonment in certain areas of the Delta, consistent with habitat enhancement of Delta 
Plan Priority Habitat Restoration Areas, may be possible without affecting water users such 
as those reliant on emergency pathway conveyance. Naturally, this would come at a cost 
to agricultural production and additional needs to armor the interior levees of potentially 
flooded islands or increased armoring of exterior levees of adjacent islands.  Island habitat 
enhancement should be considered when developing levee investment strategies along with 
other considerations such as Delta-as-a-Place and the economic benefit of agricultural or 
other uses. 

 
• While the habitat restoration potential of certain islands should be recognized, the primary 

focus appears to have been on channel margin habitat.  The need for habitat restoration has 
been more widely recognized in recent years and the expansive habitat program identified 
in the Delta Plan Policy ER P2 continues to have merit.  As an example of the inter-
relationships between levee improvements and habitat restoration projects, there are some 
parts of the Delta that are located at elevations that would lend themselves to natural 
development of restored habitat with a minimal amount of human intervention.  The BDCP 
has identified Resource Opportunity Areas in these parts of the Delta suitable for 
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restoration and achievement of restoration goals for tidal and related upland habitats, which 
are outside Delta emergency pathway conveyance.  

  
• Levee investment strategies that result in investments on levees should be weighed against 

the potential for habitat development within Delta Plan Priority Habitat Restoration Areas 
to provide broader public needs and benefits. An example of the above potential for habitat 
enhancement is seen at Liberty Island, where levee breaches have resulted in an area that 
now appears to provide a significant area of refugia for delta smelt. 

  
We have been interested in the report of the Independent Science Panel review of the Delta Levee 
Investment Strategy, released in July 2015.  The panel’s report raises some of the concerns that we 
have highlighted above, particularly related to reliance on the proximity to specific conveyance 
channels.  The panel proposed a more involved calculation of water supply benefits that considers 
factors such as multiple island failures.  While we understand the approach recommended by the 
Science Panel Review, and support the changes recommended, the recommendations appear to 
miss some key factors such as the importance of specific response plans to levee failures. 
 
For instance, the Science Panel Review recommends consideration of impacts on water quality of 
single island or multiple island failures and refers to prior DWR reports of the water quality 
impacts of such failures.  While the DWR reports are reasonable, they implicitly assume that there 
is no response to levee failures and do not define a duration of impacts.  Long-term unrepaired 
levee breaches on Sherman Island, for example, would have significant adverse water quality 
impacts on the Delta generally and exports near Tracy in particular.  However, in the event of such 
a failure, one of the first responses would be to close levee breaches which would immediately 
assist in reducing ongoing water quality impacts. 
 
As the Science Panel Review recognized, the impacts on water supply of Delta levee failures would 
depend in part on the magnitude of salinity impacts as well as the duration.  We agree that those 
are two important considerations.  As we have described, the duration of impacts is something that 
can be managed.  A “do nothing” response would result in the longest level of durations and is not 
a reasonable nor appropriate assumption to make in analyzing water quality impacts on water 
supply.  Consequently, we do not believe the DSC should use the “do nothing” or no breach 
closures as their modeling tool’s baseline for water supply impacts. A final complication, which 
has been recognized in the DRMS, is that impacts on water supply rely significantly on the 
antecedent conditions at the time of levee failure.  A failure, for example, during high flow 
conditions of a wet year such as 1983, would have negligible impacts.  A seismic failure of levees 
during drought conditions with depleted upstream storage, could have significant adverse impacts.  
We believe that the approach taken by DRMS, considering the prior water quality conditions in 
the Delta, is a good starting point for an approach that also identifies the likely emergency response 
action. 
 
  



Ms. Jessica Pearson-Roberts 
April 26, 2016 
Page 4 
 
We recognize that the DSC is in the process of revising the Delta Investment Strategy in response 
to the comments of the Independent Science Panel Review. We request that the comments that we 
have provided here are considered in revising the final water supply analysis approach.   We are 
interested in continuing to work with the DSC staff and consultants as the process goes forward.  
If you have any questions about our comments, please call me at (916) 447-7357. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Terry L. Erlewine 
General Manager 
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