

















and reduce groundwater pumping that currently helps meet irrigation demands and
capacity constraints.

o The Exchange Contractors would not modify their operations relative to the San Joaquin
River because the amounts of return flow would remain approximately the same.

e Deliveries to the wildlife refuges would consist of Level 2 Water and Replacement
Water® quantities plus a portion of the Incremental Level 4 Water need that could
reasonably be obtained from other sources.

e Agricultural and M&I water users would get their CVP and SWP contractual supplies
subject to the limitations in their contracts. Under the No Action/No Project Alternative,
the CVP and SWP water users may obtain water from other sources or they would
continue to experience shortages.

Action Alternatives

The four action alternatives are based on the quantity of water and sources of supply. Each action
alternative has a range of sub-alternatives or scenarios based not only on the source of supply but
also on potential water users and whether these users are hydraulically connected to the San
Joaquin River. Any or all of the available water could be provided to the refuges, agriculture,
and M&I users. The EIS/EIR considered four action alternatives:

e Alternative A: 50,000 Acre-Feet. Although at the discretion of the Exchange
Contractors a zero transfer amount may occur in any year, Alternative A is the smallest
level of program implementation framed as an alternative. All of the water would be
developed from crop idling/temporary land fallowing; however, it could occur in any
type of water year under the Exchange Contract. Assuming a transferable quantity of 2.5
af per acre, the maximum amount of land to be temporarily crop idled (or fallowed) is
approximately 20,000 acres, 8.3 percent of the irrigable land (240,000 acres) in the
Exchange Contractors’ service area. The affected land would be rotated to avoid crop
idling the same land year after year, and fallowing on any parcel would be limited to not
more than 3 consecutive years. Of the maximum amount of 50,000 af per year, 8,000 af
occurred in 2009, while 42,000 af would be additional water development not yet
experienced.

® Alternative B: 88,000 Acre-Feet. Alternative B represents an intermediate level of
program implementation and is in essence the existing condition currently underway and
experienced in both critical (2008—2009) and noncritical years. For this action alternative, the
Exchange Contractors would provide up to 88,000 af of water during any noncritical Exchange

b Replacement Water is the amount of water that the San Luis Unit, Freitas, and Kesterson national wildlife refuges,
and Volta and Mendota wildlife management areas had historically received and used, which is more than Level 2
amounts but may be less than or equal to their Level 4 amounts. Replacement Water was originally provided by
groundwater and tailwater, but due to water quality concerns, Reclamation entered into agreements to provide
Replacement Water to the wildlife areas. When willing sellers and funds are available, Reclamation acquires
water to supplement supplies to minimize the impact to CVP contractors south of the Delta.
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Existing Environmental Commitments

The Exchange Contractors and its member agencies have adopted a Mitigation Monitoring and
Reporting Plan (MMRP) for the Preferred Alternative under CEQA. Section 14 of the EIS/EIR
includes the complete MMRP.

Additional Environmental Commitments

Pursuant to the Service’s recommendation in their letter of concurrence, Reclamation will
continue to monitor and/or compile water quality and flow data for stations L2, M2, and F for the
life of the 25-Year WTP and to post this data on the web as either part of the Grassland Bypass
Project or a separate effort, as long as these sites continue to be monitored as part of the
Grasslands Bypass Project monitoring effort.

VI. Summary of Comments Received on the Final EIS/EIR

Following the publication of the Final EIS/EIR in January 2013, comment letters were received
from AquAlliance, California Water Impact Network, and Center for Biological Diversity, on
February 11, 2013, Stanislaus County Environmental Review Committee on February 13, 2013
and United States Environmental Protection Agency on March 11, 2013.

These three letters reiterated many of the comments made on the Draft EIS/EIR and the agencies
response to specific issues submitted during public review can be found in the Final EIS/EIR,
Appendix G. The comments received on the Final EIS/EIR focus on the project impacts to
groundwater supplies, land subsidence, and habitat in Mud and Salt Sloughs for the giant garter
snake in large part because the commenters believe the environmental baseline and scope of
analysis were not correctly defined.

Impacts to Groundwater Supplies and Land Subsidence

Agency Response: There is no groundwater extraction proposed in any of the alternatives, so
there is no obligation to focus on groundwater extraction in the EIS/EIR. The issues are the
impacts of proposed reduction in deep percolation from both fallowing and conservation actions
on groundwater levels and groundwater quality which are addressed in Section 5.2 of the
EIS/EIR. The extent that the transfer and/or exchange water is used by the receiving areas
instead of groundwater supplies, meeting one of the original purposes of the CVP (i.e. to bring
surface water to areas relying substantially on groundwater supplies), will help to reduce the
problems associated with over-reliance on groundwater supplies including subsidence.

Impacts to Habitat in Mud and Salt Slough for Giant Garter Snake
Agency Response: The USFWS letter of concurrence of Not likely to Adversely Affect the
giant garter snake corrects the misunderstanding of environmental impacts embedded in the

EIS/EIR comments received on the reduction in return flows to the sloughs and giant garter
snake habitat (see Exhibit A).
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(SLCC), the Firebaugh Canal Water District (FCWD), and the Columbia Canal Company in
Fresno, Madera, Merced, and Stanislaus counties.

This response is provided pursuant to section 7(a)(2) of the Endangered Species Act of 1973
(Act) (16 U.S.C. 1531 et seq). We received your memorandum requesting informal consultation
under the Act on August 10, 2012. Our concurrence with your effects determination is based on
the information and commitments provided by Reclamation and the STRECWA in the DEIS/R,
mail and e-mails, and meetings between the Service, Reclamation and the STRECWA and their
consultants.

Consultation History

June 20, 2011: The Service receives a Notice of Preparation of a DEIS/R for the Transfer
Program from the SJRECWA and Reclamation.

July 22, 2011: The Service transmits scoping comments on the Transfer Program to Reclamation
and the SJRECWA.

September 12, 2011: Representatives of the Service meet with Reclamation, the SIRECWA and
their consultants to discuss issues raised in the Service’s July 22, 2011 scoping comments on the
Transfer Program.

December 1, 2011: Reclamation provides a copy of the DEIS/R for the Transfer Program to the
Service for review and comments.

January 11, 2012: The Service transmits draft comments to Reclamation on the DEIS/R for the
Transfer Program.

January 18, 2012: Representatives of the Service met with Reclamation, the STRECWA and
their consultants to discuss the Service’s draft comments on the DEIS/R.

February 13, 2012: The Service transmits final comments on the DEIS/R for the Transfer
Program. The Service’s two main concerns provided in the comments on the DEIS for the
25-Year Transfer Program pertained to whether the water transfers would result in a detrimental
loss of summer water for giant garter snakes or a detrimental increase in water-borne
contaminants.

March 13, 2012: Representatives of the Service met with Reclamation, the SIRECWA and their
consultants to go over revisions to the DEIS/R and be briefed on a new analysis the consultants
had completed addressing flow impacts in the Grasslands wetland channels.

August 10, 2012: Reclamation transmits to the Service a copy of the DEIS/R for the Transfer
Program, and a request for concurrence with the determination that the proposed Transfer
Program for the SJRECWA from 2014 through 2038 may affect, but is NLAA the federally-
listed giant garter snake.
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Figure 3. Potential Ag and M&I Districts that could Receive Water from the 25-Year Transfer Program.
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Effects Analysis

A comparison of the methods used to develop water under existing conditions and the Transfer
Program is provided in Table 1 below. As part of the Transfer Program, the SIRECWA will
continue to use conserved water developed from reductions in seepage and evaporation of
tailwater, reductions of spills to non-district lands, reductions of tailwater otherwise discharged
to Mud and Salt Sloughs (or other watercourses connected to the San Joaquin River), and
reductions in tailwater that otherwise would discharge to the San Joaquin River above Sack Dam.
The SJTRECWA will expand its use of temporary land fallowing to develop water for the Transfer
Program. The Transfer Program will also develop water through reduction of deep percolation
(reduction of seepage from canals) and/or applied water efficiency improvements (conversion
from surface or surface/sprinkler irrigation to micro or micro/sprinkler systems). Groundwater
substitution will not be used to develop water for the Transfer Program.

Table 1 shows the average volume of tailwater recapture exercised by the STIRECWA from 2003
thru 2010. The 80,000 AFY of developed water from “tailwater recapture” under the 10-Year
and 25-Year Transfer Programs (as shown in Table 1 below) is only a portion of the water
conserved by the STRECWA's tailwater recapture facilities. The STRECWA has invested in over
250 low lift stations for the purpose of tailwater recapture that has resulted in the recapture and
reuse of about 135,000 AFY of tailwater (i.e., average volume of 80,000 AFY for the Transfer
Program and an additional 54,161 AFY for reuse within the STRECWA Service Area during the
10-Year Transfer Program). Additional tailwater recapture facilities could be installed during the
25-Year Transfer Program that could increase the cumulative capacity of tailwater recapture in
the STRECWA Service Area. This stated capacity does not include the on-farm facilities
controlled by individual landowners. The tailwater recapture facilities result in the following
effects: 1) less water will evaporate, or seep to the groundwater basin, 2) less water will be
inadvertently discharged to non-district lands, and 3) less water will be discharged to Salt Slough
and Mud Slough or other runoff escape locations (DEIS/R Appendix B, page 6).

Hydrologic Effects: For the proposed Transfer Program, any water developed through the
continuation of existing tailwater recapture measures (up to 80,000 acre-feet) will cause no
change in current hydrologic conditions in waterways. Water developed through improvements
in applied water efficiency, or improvements to conveyance structures that reduce seepage will
result in reductions to deep percolation with little, if no hydrologic effect on waterway hydrology.
The only potential hydrologic effects identified in the DEIS/R occur in the full development of
proposed temporary land fallowing.

The historical-review analysis in the DEIS/R indicated that land fallowing that has occurred
under the current Transfer Program has likely resulted in very little, if any hydrologic effects to
San Joaquin River hydrology or overland discharges to adjacent areas. Assumptions were made
in the DEIS/R concerning the amount of fallowed land that may have hydrologic connection to
the San Joaquin River or spills to non-district lands or waterways. The maximum 50,000 acre-
feet of transfer water that would be developed by the Transfer Program from fallowing is
assumed to be developed within FCWD, CCID and SLCC. To develop the full 50,000 acre-feet
of water through fallowing, 20,000 acres of agricultural land would need to be fallowed. Based
on a review of the lands representing the downslope boundary of CCID and SLCC, and the
assumed distribution of potential fallowed land within the districts, the DEIS/R concluded that
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Reclamation has committed in the DEIS/R to conduct a formal coordination process to identify
other programs that could significantly affect the assumption, implementation, or effectiveness of
the SJRECWA Transfer Program. Programs included in the DEIS/R were the following:

e The Westside Integrated Resources Plan

e Various CVP yield improvement studies

¢ Land retirement studies and implementation

¢ San Luis Drainage Feature Re-evaluation Drainage Program implementation

® Grassland Bypass Project and related studies

¢ All components of the San Joaquin River Restoration Program, as described in the San

Joaquin River Settlement Act and related Stipulation for Settlement, including but not
limited to Restoration Flow releases and measures taken for the protection, recirculation,
and recapture of Restoration Flows.

Subsequent to the time that Reclamation initiated consultation on the Transfer Program, the
Service became aware of potential revisions to the Grassland Bypass Project Monitoring Program
that would eliminate monitoring and reporting of two stations in the Grasslands wetland channels
(Station L2 — San Luis Canal, and Station M2 — Santa Fe Canal) and on the San Joaquin River
(Station F - Fremont Ford). These revisions are still in draft form and have not yet been
finalized, although a final revised monitoring plan is expected to be completed by the end of
2012. The Service believes that continued monitoring and reporting of these sites is necessary to
verify one of the key assumptions in the DEIS/R, that the Transfer Program will cause no change
in current hydrologic conditions in waterways. These three monitoring stations have been
monitored since the mid-1990s and provide useful baseline data for comparison. As there are
numerous actions being implemented in the vicinity of these monitoring stations, the Service
recommends that Reclamation continue to monitor and/or compile water quality and flow data at
these stations for the life of the Transfer Program and to post this data on the web as either part
of the Grassland Bypass Project or a separate effort. The Grassland Bypass Project monitoring
data is all archived and maintained by the San Francisco Estuary Institute and available for
viewing at their website: http://www.sfei.org/gbp.

Conclusion and Recommendations

The Service appreciates the early coordination efforts made by Reclamation and the Exchange
Contractors and their consultants to help facilitate the environmental documentation process and
the interagency consultation process. We believe the early coordination was very useful in
addressing our questions and concerns. Although not explicitly addressed in the DEIS/R, we
recommend that Reclamation commit to continue monitor and/or compile water quality and flow
data for stations L2, M2 and F for the life of the Transfer Program and to post this data on the
web as either part of the Grassland Bypass Project or a separate effort. As previously noted, the
Grassland Bypass Project has a long history of monitoring water quality and flow at these sites,
and reporting their findings and posting their reports on the web.

Our concurrence with your NLAA determination for the giant garter snake concludes this
consultation. Therefore, unless new information reveals effects of the Transfer Program that may
affect listed species in a manner or to an extent not considered, or a new species or critical habitat






