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Mission Statements 
The mission of the United States Department of the Interior is to protect and 

provide access to our Nationôs natural and cultural heritage and honor our 

trust responsibilities to Indian Tribes and our commitment to island 

communities. 

 

The mission of the Bureau of Reclamation is to manage, develop, and protect 

water and related resources in an environmentally and economically sound 

manner in the interest of the American public. 
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1.0   Purpose and Need for Action 

1.1 Introduction 

In conformance with the National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (NEPA), as 

amended, the Bureau of Reclamation (Reclamation) has prepared this draft 

Environmental Assessment (EA) to evaluate and disclose any potential environmental 

impacts associated with Reclamationôs decision to provide funding for the Canal 

Automation - Thresher Weir Replacement Project (Project). The proposed Project is 

located along a segment of the Sutter-Butte Main Canal in Butte County, California. 

This EA: (1) describes the existing environmental resources in the proposed Project area; 

(2) evaluates the effects of the Proposed Action and No Action alternative on those 

resources; and (3) proposes measures to avoid, minimize, or mitigate any adverse effects. 

This EA is in compliance with NEPA and the Council on Environmental Quality 

regulations (40 CFR 1500-1508). Reclamation has also prepared a Finding of No 

Significant Impact which explains why the Proposed Action would not have any 

significant effects on the human environment. 

The Sutter-Butte Main Canal (Main Canal) is located in Butte and Sutter counties and is 

operated jointly by the two districts it serves, Butte Water District (BWD) at the northern 

end of the Main Canal and Sutter Extension Water District (SEWD) to the south. The 

Main Canal conveys water from the Thermalito Afterbay of Oroville Dam to serve 

approximately 36,800 acres of irrigated land in the two districts. The Main Canal is now 

operated approximately 10 months out of the year. Historically, the purpose of the Main 

Canal has been to deliver water during the irrigation season, typically from April through 

October. Irrigation continues to be the Main Canalôs primary mission; however, the Main 

Canal now delivers water in the late fall and early winter for flooding of fields to 

decompose rice stubble, a function that also supports waterfowl habitat. The expansion of 

purposes has extended the operating season to the middle or end of January, at which 

time the Main Canal is drained for annual maintenance before being refilled in March or 

April. The prolonged period of operation enhances the value of the Main Canal but 

increases the need for efficient management.  

Daily operations include responding to orders from the BWD and SEWD by releasing 

water from Thermalito Afterbay. When in operation, water levels are generally held near 

the top of the Main Canal with little freeboard. Maintaining a nearly-constant pool in the 

Main Canal facilitates management of laterals, but given the existing Main Canal 

controls, requires conveyance of operational water that must be spilled in instances where 

canal flows exceed actual demands. 
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1.2 Purpose and Need 

Presently, the Main Canal is operated by controlling water released into it from 

Thermalito Afterbay. Because of the Main Canalôs length, the ability to manage water in 

the canal prism is essential for controlling water deliveries. The capacity to control flows 

is now limited both by the distances separating the water source from points of demand 

and by the manually-operated weirs used to control the Main Canal flows. Under current 

operating practices, settings on weirs are changed no more than twice daily and are 

generally changed less frequently.  

The purpose of this proposed Project is take a first step toward improving irrigation 

service and reducing water shortages by replacing the existing undersized, manually-

operated structure at Thresher Weir with an enlarged weir equipped with electrically-

driven, remotely-operated gates. In addition to improving irrigation service, installation 

of automated gates will improve regional water supply reliability by reducing spillage 

from the canal and laterals and will reduce tailwater now caused by the inability to adjust 

lateral flows to meet scheduled shutoffs of deliveries.  

In summary, this initial step in the BWDôs long-term Canal Automation Project is 

intended to achieve the following benefits: 

 During the peak use period: 

o Increase water supply reliability by increasing conveyance capacity and 

reducing requirements for operational water. This will increase deliveries to 

areas within the BWD that do not receive service during certain years 

because peak period demands exceed conveyance capacity. 

 Following the peak use period: 

o Continue to provide more reliable and effective irrigation service. 

o Conserve water by reducing requirements for operational water and better 

regulating inflows to laterals to reduce spillage and tailwater. This will 

reduce spillage at Cox Spill and reduce lateral spillage and tailwater. 

 

Under the Sacramento Valley Integrated Regional Water Management Plan (SVIWRMP) 

Grants Program, Reclamation provides financial assistance to support activities that 

promote the preparation and revision of written regional water management/conservation 

plans, implement activities identified in written water management plans, demonstrate 

new or previously unknown water management technologies and practices, and promote 

improved understanding of good water use practices and principles. Reclamation is 

providing financial assistance to BWD for SVIRWMP revision and implementation, 

which includes the Proposed Project. The projects are authorized under the Reclamation 

Act of 1902 (32 Stat. 388), as amended and supplemented; Public Law 108-361, Section 

103(d)(5), Section 9504(a). 
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1.3 Potential Resource Issues 

The resource areas listed below have the potential to be affected by the Proposed Action 

and are discussed further in Section 3. 

 Surface Water Resources 

 Groundwater Resources 

 Biological Resources 

 Cultural Resources 

 Indian Trust Assets 

 Environmental Justice 

 Global Climate Change 

1.4 Resources Not Analyzed in Detail 

It was determined that the following resources would not be impacted by the Proposed 

Action and are therefore not analyzed in this EA: air quality, geology and soils, land use, 

fisheries, recreation, transportation, noise, visual resources, growth, and hazards and 

hazardous materials. 
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2.0   Alternatives Including Proposed Action 

2.1 No Action Alternative 

Under the No Action Alternative, the Thresher Weir would not be replaced. No project 

would be constructed, and the current condition of the Main Canal would be unchanged. 

2.2 Proposed Action Alternative 

The proposed action alternative is to remove the existing Thresher Weir (Figure 1) and 

replace it with an enlarged weir equipped with electrically-driven, remotely-operated 

gates. The Thresher Weir Replacement Project is located along a segment of the Sutter-

Butte Main Canal, east of Thresher Avenue, approximately one mile west of the Feather 

River, and approximately two miles east of Gridley, in Butte County, California (Figure 

2).  

The Proposed Action would involve removing the existing weir, and constructing a new 

weir approximately 100 feet downstream in the Main Canal and raising the existing canal 

embankment. There would be limited land recontouring (Figure 3). Lands affected total 

approximately one acre located within a portion of Section 9, Township 17 North, Range 

3 East, as shown on the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) Gridley, California, 7.5-foot 

series quadrangle. Construction and lay down areas have been identified on both sides of 

the canal bank (Figure 3). 

The new weir would be located a maximum of 100 feet downstream from the existing 

structure. To keep the contractorôs work area dry, the existing structure would remain in 

place during construction for use as a barrier to contain flow generated by water seeping 

from the canal banks during construction. 

The embankments would be raised a maximum of three feet between the existing and 

new structure (maximum length of 100 feet) because the embankment downstream is 

lower than the upstream bank. If the embankments are not raised, the Districts would not 

be able to maintain current maximum operating water levels. An additional 50 to 60 feet 

downstream of the new structure would be needed to ramp down from the new 

embankment elevations to the existing embankment. The existing top width of the 

embankments would be maintained, which vary from 12 to 16 feet. It is expected that 

raising the embankments would push the toe of the new embankments out an additional 

12 feet, approximately. 
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Construction is expected to begin February 1, 2012 and end April 1, 2012. However the 

contractor may be under contract as early as December 2011 and automated gates are to 

be ordered in the fall of 2011 because of the lead time required for manufacture of these 

items. After April 1, 2012, the contractor is expected to be finalizing miscellaneous items 

and testing during April 2012. 

Site access would be via existing roads. Access to the Project site would be on Keith 

Avenue to Thresher Avenue, as shown on Figure 4. 

 

 
Figure 1: Existing Thresher Weir  
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Figure 2: Project Location  
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Figure 3: Site Plan 
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Figure 4:  Site Access Locations 












































