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Appendix E
Comment Letters and Reclamation’s Response to Comments

This Appendix contains a copy of the comment letters received on the Draft Finding of No
Significant Impact (FONSI) and Draft Environmental Assessment (EA) entitled Warren Act
Contract for Conveyance and Storage of Groundwater from 4-S Ranch and SHS Ranch to Del
Puerto Water District (EA-14-020). The Bureau of Reclamation (Reclamation) received
comment letters from 1 Federal agency, 5 local agencies, 4 organizations, and 7 individuals.
Table 1 identifies each commenting entity as well as the abbreviation used to identify the
commenting entity in the response to comments. Individual comments in each comment letter
are identified by the commenting entities abbreviation and a sequential number (e.g., USFWS-1).
A response to the comments is provided after each specific comment letter. The responses are
also numbered, corresponding to the numbers assigned in the letter.
Table 1 Comment Letters Received and Abbreviations Used for Response to Comments
Comment Letters Received from Federal Agencies
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
Comment Letters Received from Local Agencies
Central California Irrigation District
Merced County Community and Economic Development Department
Merced Irrigation District
San Luis Canal Company
Stevinson Water District
Comment Letters Received from Organizations
California Sweet Potato Growers
Livingston Farmers Association
Merced County Farm Bureau
Valley Land Alliance
Comment Letters Received from Individuals
Colette Alvernaz
Robert Chad
John Lourenco
Jean Okuye
MaryAnn Reynolds
Gary Tessier
Rod Webster

USFWS
CCID
Merced
MID
SLCC
SWD
CSPG
LFA
MCFB
VLA
Alvernaz
Chad
Lourenco
Okuye
Reynolds
Tessier
Webster

USFWS-1

USFWS-2

USFWS-3

USFWS-3
cont.

USFWS-4

USFWS-5

Response to U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Comment Letter, May 8, 2014
USFWS-1

Comment noted. Portions of 4-S Ranch and SHS Ranch are subject to
conservation easements. As described in Table 2-1 of EA-14-020, use of the
water shall comply with all federal, state, local, and tribal law, and [emphasis
added] requirements imposed for protection of the environment and Indian Trust
Assets. As such, groundwater pumped for the Proposed Action would be required
to comply with any restrictions placed upon them such as those related to
conservation easements, if applicable.

USFWS-2

Comment noted. Based on comments received during the public comment period
and additional review, the Proposed Action has been reduced in scope from what
was previously analyzed in the draft EA. Under the revised Proposed Action,
groundwater pumping for conveyance to Del Puerto Water District and for
adjacent use on 4-S Ranch and SHS Ranch would be limited annually to what has
been done historically. Although use of water on the 4-S Ranch and SHS Ranch
would be curtailed to make the water available under the Proposed Action, as
described above, project proponents will be required to comply with any
applicable restrictions placed upon them.

USFWS-3

See Response to USFWS-2.

USFWS-4

As described in Table 2-1 of EA-14-020, no new construction or modification of
existing facilities may occur in order to complete the Proposed Action. A figure
has been included in Section 2.2 of EA-14-020 that illustrates the existing
underground infrastructure used to convey pumped groundwater for discharge to
the Eastside Bypass and Bear Creek.

USFWS-5

See Response to USFWS-2. Although portions of the lands may not be irrigated
during the two-year duration of the Proposed Action, it is the intent of the
landowners of 4-S Ranch and SHS Ranch to continue using the lands as pasture
for their cattle.
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CCID-1

CCID-2

CCID-3

CCID-4

CCID-5

CCID-6

CCID-7

Response to Central California Irrigation District Comment Letter, May 20, 2014
CCID-1

Section 3.3 (Groundwater Resources) in EA-14-020 includes an analysis of
potential impacts at it relates to subsidence and the groundwater aquifer. Based
on comments received during the public comment period and further review,
Reclamation and the project proponents have revised the Proposed Action (see
Section 2.2 in the Final EA) and included a monitoring plan for the project (see
Appendix F of the Final EA).

CCID-2

Comment noted. See Responses to USFWS-2 and CCID-1.

CCID-3

The Proposed Action has been revised to include monthly water quality
monitoring during the first year of operation (see Section 2.2.2 of the Final EA
and Appendix F). After the first year, a determination will be made as to whether
or not water quality testing needs to continue on a monthly basis or if quarterly
would suffice.

CCID-4

As described on Page 18 of the Final EA, the landowners have requested that the
Properties be included in Reclamation’s San Joaquin River Restoration Program’s
subsidence monitoring program. Seven points within and around the Properties
have been established and will be included in future subsidence monitoring
reports. Subsidence monitoring will be done biannually.

CCID-5

None of the wells currently have meters and no historic static water level data is
available to include in Table 3-9; however, the landowners have agreed to restrict
total annual groundwater pumping to what they have done historically. In
addition, they have agreed to install meters on the 14 wells within one year of the
Proposed Action. A monitoring plan for groundwater levels and subsidence has
been added to the Final EA as Appendix F.

CCID-6

See Responses to USFWS-2 and CCID-1.

CCID-7

See Responses to USFWS-2 and CCID-1.
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Merced-1

Merced-2

Merced-3

Merced-4

Merced-5

Merced-6

Merced-7

Merced-8

Merced-9

Merced-10

Merced-11

Merced-12

Merced 13

Merced 14

Merced-14
cont.

Merced-15

Response to Merced County Community and Economic Development Department
Comment Letters, May 20, 2014 and May 21, 2014
Merced-1

See Response to CCID-1. Under the revised Proposed Action (see Section 2.2 in
the Final EA), groundwater pumping for conveyance to Del Puerto Water District
and for adjacent use on 4-S Ranch and SHS Ranch would be limited annually to
what has been done historically. A monitoring plan has been developed to
monitor groundwater levels, water quality, and subsidence during the duration of
the Proposed Action (see Appendix F in the Final EA). As groundwater pumping
would not be increased beyond what has occurred previously, groundwater levels
would remain within historical fluctuations and recharge of the aquifer from
rainfall and direct deep percolation would be unchanged.

Merced-2

See Response to Merced-1.

Merced-3

See Response to USFWS-1.

Merced-4

As described in Table 2-1 of EA-14-020, no new construction or modification of
existing facilities may occur in order to complete the Proposed Action. As such,
there would be no impacts to the local flood control network. Any required
permit related to the flood control network is the responsibility of the landowners
of the Properties. As described in Table 2-1of EA-14-020, use of the water shall
comply with all federal, state, local, and tribal law, and requirements imposed for
protection of the environment and Indian Trust Assets. As such, groundwater
pumped for the Proposed Action would be required to comply with any
restrictions placed upon them.

Merced-5

See Response to Merced-1.

Merced-6

Comment noted. The comment does not raise concerns or issues specific to the
environmental analysis presented in EA-14-020. As such, no changes have been
made to the EA and no response is required. Data provided as part of the
monitoring plan (see Appendix F in the Final EA) will be used by Reclamation to
monitor implementation and success of the environmental commitments listed in
Table 2-1. If the County or any other interested party would like copies of this
data, it can be provided upon request.

Merced-7

This assumption is not correct. One of the preparers is Richard M. Moss, a
registered California Civil Engineer specializing in water resource planning and
operations. In addition, Stephen Lee, a Reclamation hydrologist, reviewed the
project.

Merced-8

Based on request, Reclamation regularly approves water transfers into and out of
water districts that are wholly or partially within Merced County. In 2013,
Reclamation’s South-Central California Area Office approved several water
transfers and Warren Act contracts that would have moved water into and out of
1

Merced County. At present 35,612 acre-feet (AF) of water has been approved to
be transferred in and 17,156 AF of water has been approved to be transferred out
of districts that are wholly or partially within Merced County.
Merced-9

Reclamation provided the public with an opportunity to comment on the Draft
FONSI and Draft EA between May 5, 2014 and May 19, 2014. A press release
announcing the availability of the Draft EA and FONSI was released to the public
on May 5, 2014. Based on several requests received, the comment period was
extended to May 30, 2014. A press release announcing the comment period
extension was released on May 23, 2014.

Merced-10

Comment noted. See Response to Merced-9.

Merced-11

The request to be added to our distribution list has been forwarded to our Public
Affairs office.

Merced-12

See Response to Merced-1.

Merced-13

See Response to Merced-1.

Merced-14

See Response to Merced-1.

Merced-15

A socioeconomics section has been added to the Final EA (see pages 31-32). As
described above, the Proposed Action has been reduced in scope from what was
previously analyzed in the Draft EA. Under the revised Proposed Action (see
Section 2.2 in the Final EA), groundwater pumping for conveyance to Del Puerto
Water District and for adjacent use on 4-S Ranch and SHS Ranch would be
limited annually to what has been done historically. As pumping would remain
within historic rates, groundwater levels and neighboring wells would not be
impacted and recharge of the aquifer from rainfall and direct deep percolation
would be unchanged. In addition, all lands to which the groundwater would be
delivered are in permanent crop plantings that support the agricultural economy of
the local area, including 9,000 acres in Merced County.
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MID-3
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May 30, 2014

Mr. Michael Jackson

Area Manager
South-Central California Area Office
Bureau of Reclamation

Subject:

Comment Regarding Draft Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI) Relating to Warren
Act Contract for Conveyance and Storage of Groundwater from 4-S Ranch and SHS
Ranch to Del Puerto Water District (EA)

Dear Mr. Jackson,

The Merced Irrigation District (MID) appreciates the opportunity to comment on the subject mentioned
document, hereinafter referred to as the FONSI and EA respectively. The project proposes the transfer

of up to 23,000 AF of groundwater per year over the life of the proposed project from 4-S/SHS Ranch
properties to the Del Puerto Water District (Project). The well field utilized for the groundwater transfer
is located within Merced Groundwater Basin (Merced Basin) Number: 5-22.04 as designated by Bulletin
118 of the California Department of Water Resources. The Merced Basin occupies an area of
approximately 491,000 acres and underlies MID as well as lands adjacent.
The Merced Groundwater Basin Groundwater Management Plan Update, approved by Merced Area
Groundwater Pool Interests in 2008, states under the purpose for the plan:

MID-4

* The purpose of the GWMP is to identify and implement a number of actions using modern technology
and sound science to preserve and/or increase the quantity of the MGWB [groundwater resources in the
Merced Groundwater Basin] to ensure adequate groundwater resources for future generations".
After years of study and development of the Merced Groundwater Basin Groundwater Management
Plan and Update, stakeholders and developers of the Plan agreed that groundwater levels in the sub-

basin have been declining for decades, at least since the 1980's. There is a wide variety of
documentation and analysis to support the finding, including the monitoring of static groundwater levels
for the Merced Irrigation District wells and other public wells.

Despite having generally widespread agreement on the concept of declining groundwater levels in the
Merced Basin the EA indicates in the Groundwater Resources section:

"The aquifers that the well field pumps from are not believed to be in overdraft as water levels in the
area have remained relative constant over many years (Sloan pers. com.). Increases in pumping could
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change that depending upon the volumes of water pumped and the changing hydrologic sources of
recharge both as a result of increased pumping and as a result of changes in local stream flows."
While the discussion may be true for the specific area of the well field, there does not appear to be any
detailed discussion or analysis supporting the conclusion in the FONSI, EA nor the Project.
Even if true, it is evident that any accelerated groundwater pumping will have an impact over the
Merced Basin at large. MID respectfully requests the Project proponents identify a mitigation plan
MID-4
cont.

restoring the volume intended to be extracted and exported outside the Merced Basin. The plan may
include direct and in-lieu recharge in the area or areas up-gradient from the well field. In addition and
consistent in with my review of the draft FONSI and EA, MID is concerned that the environmental review
documents do not thoroughly address or analyze the impacts to water quality, basin overdraft, surface
water resources, subsidence, economics, or cumulative impacts, all of which impact the MID either
directly or indirectly, and further is likely to affect the Merced Basin which the MID overlies and actively
recharges and withdraws as a conjunctive use district.

MID-5

Please note the Project well field is generally located within the San Joaquin River corridor and within
close proximities to natural and manmade surface water bodies, specifically Bear Creek and the East
Side Canal both of which convey flows to Stevinson and Merquin water districts amongst other users. In
a third year of critical drought, analysis should be undertaken and completed to determine the impact of
excessive groundwater pumping on depletions from these surface water bodies. The groundwater water
extracted from the Project wells may be totally or partially (depending on the location and the yielding
strata for a given well) depleting surface flows from a senior water right holder.

MID-6

Further, it appears either the Project NEPA documents tiered off of the Project CEQA documents
prepared by Del Puerto Water District as the lead CEQA agency or vice-versa. Therefore MID strongly
encourages Reclamation to review all CEQAcomments received by the lead agency to consider in
Reclamations determination as to the adequacy of the NEPA EA and FONSI.
Again, MID appreciates the opportunity to submit these comments on the proposed Project. If I can
provide assistance or information that might assist you or others in developing an appropriate response
to the MID's concerns and/or a groundwater replacement/mitigation plan, please let me know. Please
feel free to contact me at 209-722-5761 or by email at jsweigard@mercedid.org if you would like to
discuss this matter further.

Respectfully Submitted,

John Sweigard
General Manager
CC:

Merced ID Board of Directors

Merced County Board of Supervisors
Merced County Farm Bureau
Del Puerto Water District

Response to Merced Irrigation District Comment Letters, May 20, 2014 and May 30, 2014
MID-1

Based on several requests, Reclamation extended the comment period to May 30,
2014. A press release announcing the comment period extension was released on
May 23, 2014. Based on comments received during the public comment period
and additional review, the Proposed Action has been reduced in scope from what
was previously analyzed in the Draft EA. Under the revised Proposed Action (see
Section 2.2 in the Final EA), groundwater pumping for conveyance to Del Puerto
Water District and for adjacent use on 4-S Ranch and SHS Ranch would be
limited annually to what has been done historically and would only be for a twoyear period.

MID-2

Reclamation prepared EA-14-020, consistent with National Environmental Policy
Act (NEPA) regulations, guidance from the Council on Environmental Quality
(CEQ), and Department of the Interior’s NEPA regulations. EA-14-020 analyzed
the potential direct, indirect, and cumulative impacts of Reclamation’s Proposed
Action (the issuance of a Warren Act contract) on the following resources:
surface water resources, groundwater resources, land use, biological resources,
socioeconomics, environmental justice, cultural resources, Indian Trust Assets,
Indian Sacred Sites, air quality, and global climate. As noted above, the Proposed
Action has been scaled back. Groundwater pumping under the Proposed Action
would be limited to annually to what has been done historically. In addition, a
monitoring plan has been developed to monitor groundwater levels, water quality,
and subsidence during the duration of the Proposed Action (see Appendix F in the
Final EA). As groundwater pumping would not be increased beyond what has
occurred previously, groundwater levels would remain within historical
fluctuations and recharge of the aquifer from rainfall and direct deep percolation
would be unchanged.
Reclamation has not taken the position regarding the aquifer, rather, as stated on
page 16 of the Draft EA, the landowners have reported that the aquifer beneath
the Properties has been “relatively constant over many years”. As the Proposed
Action has been reduced in scale to keep groundwater pumping within historic
levels, this section of the Final EA has been revised (see pages 16-22).

MID-3

Comment noted. The comment does not raise concerns or issues specific to the
environmental analysis presented in EA-14-020. As such, no changes have been
made to the EA and no response is required.

MID-4

See Responses to MID-1 and MID-2.

MID-5

Comment noted. See Responses to MID-1 and MID-2.

MID-6

Comment noted. See Response to MID-2. The EA does not tier from the
California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) environmental documentation
prepared by Del Puerto Water District. Comments received by Del Puerto Water
1

District pursuant to CEQA have been addressed separately by Del Puerto Water
District. Comments provided to Reclamation on EA-14-020 have been included
in the Final EA along with Reclamation’s response to comments.
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SLCC-1

SLCC-2

SLCC-3

SLCC-4

SLCC-5

SLCC-6

SLCC-7

Response to San Luis Canal Company Comment Letter, May 18, 2014
SLCC-1

See Response to CCID-1.

SLCC-2

See Responses to USFWS-2 and CCID-1.

SLCC -3

See Response to CCID-3.

SLCC -4

See Response to CCID-4.

SLCC -5

See Response to CCID-5.

SLCC -6

See Responses to USFWS-2 and CCID-1.

SLCC -7

See Responses to USFWS-2 and CCID-1.
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