
 
1121 L Street, Suite 806, Sacramento, CA 95814 

 
 

December 3, 2012 
 
TO:   Delta Stewardship Council 
 
FROM: Byron Buck, Executive Director, SFCWA 
 
RE:   Proposed Lower Yolo Ranch Habitat Restoration Project 

 
Summary 
The State and Federal Contractors Water Agency, (SFCWA) a joint powers authority comprised of export 
water contractors of the Central Valley Project and State Water Project is proposing a habitat 
restoration project within the lower reaches of the Yolo Bypass designed to provide 1,485 acres of 
restored or enhanced tidal, and seasonal marsh habitat, as well as additional riparian habitat.  SFCWA 
staff will present a summary of this project at your December 13th Board meeting. 
 
The goal of this proposed restoration effort is to partially fulfill the 8,000-acre tidal restoration 
obligations of the California Department of Water Resources contained within the Reasonable and 
Prudent Alternative (RPA) of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Delta Smelt Biological Opinion (USFWS 
2008)1 and referenced in the National Marine Fisheries Service Salmonid Biological Opinion (NMFS 
2009), for coordination of the State Water Project (SWP) and the federal Central Valley Project (CVP). 
The Project also could serve as partial fulfillment of tidal restoration objectives under the proposed Bay 
Delta Conservation Plan, upon its approval. 
 
The four objectives of this wetlands restoration goal are to: 

1) Enhance regional food web productivity in support of delta smelt recovery;  

2) Provide rearing habitats for out-migrating salmonids; 

3) Support a broad range of other aquatic and wetland-dependent species, including 

Sacramento splittail; and 

                                                      
1 

On December 14, 2010 and on September 20, 2011, Judge Oliver Wanger of the United States District Court for 
the Eastern District of California issued decisions in the Delta Smelt Consolidated Cases and Consolidated Salmon 
Cases that challenged the 2008 U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s Biological Opinion and the 2009 National Marine 
Fisheries Service’s Biological Opinion addressing the impacts of the coordinated operations of the federal Central 
Valley Project (CVP) and State Water Project (SWP) on Delta smelt and salmonids, respectively.  Those decisions 
ruled on the science support for flow recommendations and did not make any alterations to the 8,000 acres of 
tidal restoration within the RPAs in the Biological Opinions.  Consequently, the requirement being fulfilled by the 
Lower Yolo Restoration Project remains. 
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4) Provide ecosystem functions associated with the combination of Delta freshwater 

aquatic-tidal marsh-floodplain-seasonal wetland-lowland grassland interfaces that 

existed historically.  

Because of its location at the Delta margin, the Project site provides an opportunity to restore extensive 
wetland-upland transitional habitats, and can accommodate sea level rise for many decades as marsh 
expands landward.  The site is currently owned by Westlands Water District. 
 
SFCWA is undertaking this Project in collaboration with DWR and Reclamation, based upon mutual 
understanding that cooperative efforts can reduce costs and facilitate satisfaction of the restoration 
requirements in the two biological opinions.  
 
The Lower Yolo Restoration Project has been planned in coordination with the developing Delta Plan 
and Bay Delta Conservation Plan, and builds upon the Ecosystem Restoration Plan from the CALFED Bay 
Delta Program.  The Project site is located in the northwestern Sacramento/San Joaquin River Delta, in 
southern Yolo County (Error! Reference source not found.), at the southern end of the Yolo Bypass 
floodway, and near the north end of the Cache Slough complex.  The Yolo Bypass is a levee-protected, 
59,000-acre floodplain west of the lower Sacramento River; the 41-mile long Bypass routes Sacramento 
River floodwaters away from heavily developed urban and suburban areas and onto minimally 
developed farmland.  Land uses within the Yolo Bypass are managed to facilitate flood flow conveyance.  
Lands within the Bypass consist of the state-owned Yolo Wildlife Area (16,700 acres) and, mainly 
privately owned, agricultural lands, all of which are subject to flood flow conveyance easements that 
restrict development.  The Bypass is predominantly used for annual agricultural crops and some grazing.  
The Yolo Wildlife Area is managed for emergent wetland vegetation.  Bounding the Yolo Bypass on the 
east is the Sacramento Deep Water Ship Channel. 
 
The Project is currently in the final design and permitting phase, with a Draft Environmental Impact 
report to be released mid December.  Construction is proposed for the summer of 2013. 
 
Figure 2 shows the conceptual restoration design, which envisions excavation of tidal channels to 
restore the land to tidal action.  Only primary channels will be created, with natural processes creating 
secondary dendritic structures and recolonizing with wetland vegetation including tules and marsh 
grasses.  The design has been subject to intensive hydraulic modeling to provide variation in tidal 
residence time and reach in order to spur wetland food production values.  The restoration will also 
provide rearing areas for juvenile salmon during and after flood inundation periods when the entire site 
is under flood flow. 
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Figure 1 Regional 
Setting 
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Figure 2 Conceptual Design 
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