
Geoff McQuilkin 

Executive Director 
geoff@monolake.org 

(760) 647-6595 

Adaptive Management 

in Action:  

 

Stream Restoration at 

Mono Lake 



Sunrise, Mono Lake, Mono Basin, May 23, 2002, from the International Space Station.  
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Air Quality 



“The general plan of  operation will be to divert the entire 

flow of  the various streams … throughout the entire year” 

 DWP Chief  Engineer H. A. Van Norman, 1936 









     Water Diversion Impacts 
Mono Basin Streams 

• Lost 19 miles of fisheries, streams, streamside 
forests, and broad bottomlands habitats 

• Lost premier Sierra trout fishery  





“The public trust … is an affirmation of the duty of the state to protect the 

people’s common heritage of streams, lakes, marshlands and tidelands….”  

 

– The Mono Lake Decision, Supreme Court of California, 1983 

“By the law of nature these things are common to mankind –the air, 

running water, the sea and consequently the shores of the sea” 

– Institutes of Justinian, Roman times 



“The owner of any dam shall allow sufficient water at all 

times to pass over, around, or through the dam, to keep in 

good condition any fish that may be planted or exist below 

the dam.”  

 

—California Fish and Game Code § 5937 

“no permit or license to appropriate water [in portions of 

Mono and Inyo counties] shall be issued ... unless 

conditioned upon full compliance with section 5937.”  

 

—California Fish and Game Code § 5946 



Adaptive Management 



Adaptive Management 

and the restoration of  

Rush, Lee Vining, Walker, and Parker Creeks 
 

 

First Cycle: 1990 – 1994 

 

• Court-established restoration goal 

• Little information, lots of learning 

• Projects and monitoring entangled with disputes 

• Mix of restoration approaches: physical construction and natural 

process activation 

• Constraints due to unresolved water rights revisions 





Dry creek channel The same creek channel, re-watered 





Adaptive Management 

and the restoration of  

Rush, Lee Vining, Walker, and Parker Creeks 
 

Second Cycle: 1994 – 2010 

 

• Goals set by State Water Board 

• Utilized information, conclusions, and expert scientists from first 

cycle 

• Selected a guiding approach: reactivate natural processes 

• Greater consensus among stakeholders on approach 

• Put independent scientists in charge of program as agents of the 

State Water Board 
 





Adaptive Management 

and the restoration of  

Rush, Lee Vining, Walker, and Parker Creeks 
 

Second Cycle: 1994 – 2010 

 

• Deliberately designed to study stream and fishery recovery for 

purpose of future streamflow revision 
 

“The stream monitoring team shall evaluate and make recommendations, based on 

the results of the monitoring program, regarding the magnitude, duration and 

frequency of the [streamflows] necessary for the restoration of Rush Creek; and the 

need for a Grant Lake bypass to reliably achieve the flows needed for restoration of 

Rush Creek below its confluence with the Rush Creek Return Ditch. This evaluation 

shall take place after two data gathering cycles (as defined in the stream monitoring 

plan), but at no less than 8 years nor more than 10 years after the monitoring 

program begins. Licensee shall implement the recommendation of the monitoring 

team unless it determines that the recommendation is not feasible.” 

 

—State Water Board in Order 98-05 

 



State Water Board restoration goals for Rush, 

Lee Vining, Walker & Parker creeks:  

 

1. restore functional and self-sustaining stream 

systems with healthy riparian ecosystem 

components 

 

2. restore self-sustaining trout populations with 

fish in good condition 
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Eastern Sierra Watershed Project 











Geomorphology Studies 

– Channel form 

– Pool scouring  

– Stage height and floodplain inundation  

– Cobble and spawning gravel movement  

– Groundwater recharge 

– Vegetation 

 

 

 

 



Additional Studies 
Fish habitat – pool surveys in 2002 and 2008 

 

 



Additional Studies 
Fish movement and seasonal habitat use – 

radio telemetry study in 2005 – 2008 

 

 



Additional Studies 
Fish movement and seasonal habitat use – 

radio telemetry study in 2005 – 2008 

 

 



Additional Studies 

Water temperature monitoring and modeling - 

Rush Creek - Mean Daily Temperature  (F) - 2008
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Additional Studies 
Instream Flow Study – direct habitat mapping 

 

Lee Vining Ck - Brown Trout Holding Habitat versus Flow
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The Synthesis Report 

evaluates whether the 

current flow regime is 

achieving the State 

Water Board goals of 

“functional and self-

sustaining stream 

systems with healthy 

riparian ecosystem 

components” and “trout 

in good condition.” 







2013 Stream Restoration Agreement 
 

Los Angeles department of Water and Power 

Mono Lake Committee 

Department of Fish and Wildlife 

CalTrout 

 

• Fully implements the science-based Synthesis Report prescriptions 

• Establishes new Stream Ecosystem Flows 

• Construction of a Outlet to release water from Grant Reservoir 

• Cost offsets for Los Angeles 

• Stream and fishery monitoring program 

• Collaborative Aqueduct operation plan and annual operation plans 

• Joint administration of monitoring program 

• Initiates next cycle of Adaptive Management 











 





Adaptive Management 

and the restoration of  

Rush, Lee Vining, Walker, and Parker Creeks 
 

Third Cycle: 2014 –  

 

• Built on conclusions from second cycle 

• Designed in anticipation of implementation of the new Stream 

Ecosystem Flows set forth in the Synthesis Report 

• Designed in anticipation of the new Grant Outlet structure 

• Stakeholders fully invested 

• Expert scientists continue to guide program 

• Less intensive than second cycle 

• Designed to fine tune the new streamflows 

• Designed to adjust monitoring to emerging new conditions 

• Will operate within cost and water boundaries 

• Will provide overview report after hydrologic criteria are met 

 



Lessons for 

success 
 

• Science based 

 

• Clear goals 

 

• Strong mandates 

to implement 

 

• Stakeholder 

involvement 

throughout 

 

 



What’s next? 

 
• State Water Board review 

• Early 2014 

 

• Monitoring Administration Team 

• Initiate in 2014, then 

ongoing 

 

• Mono Basin Operations Plan for 

all Aqueduct facilities 

• 1 year 

 

• Grant Outlet construction 

• 4 years 

 

• Annual Operations Plan 

• ongoing 

 

• Scientific monitoring of streams 

and fisheries 

• ongoing 

 

• Adaptive Management 

• ongoing 

 

• Continuing vigilance for the 

streams and Mono Lake 

• eternal 

 


