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Comments noted and considered. 
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RESPONSE SJRGA 

San Joaquin River Group Authority 
Kenneth Petruzzelli, O’Laughlin & Paris LLP February 9, 2009 

SJRGA-1 
The commenter discourages the use of “impaired water”, “impaired body of water”, or 
“impairment” in reference to 303(d) water quality limited segments. The commenter suggests the 
use of the terms “water quality limited segments”, “water quality limiting factors” or “water 
quality limiting condition”.  

Although the USEPA did not comment on this, revisions have been made to EIS/EIR sections as 
indicated below, and none of these revisions changes the conclusions regarding impacts/effects.  

4.1.1.1   Area of Potential Impacts 

Conversely, irrigated agriculture development has historically led to water quality 
problems in the lower San Joaquin River to the extent that it has been listed as an 
impaired waterbody water quality limited segment by the California State Water 
Resources Control Board (State Board) under Section 303(d) of the Federal Clean Water 
Act (CWA) (State Board 1999a, 2006a). The Central Valley Regional Water Quality 
Control Board (Regional Board) has approved the delisting of the San Joaquin River at 
Vernalis for salinity and the San Joaquin River (from the Merced River to the Delta 
Boundary) and all of Salt Slough for selenium (Se) in June 2009.  

4.1.2.2   Regional and Project-Specific Regulatory Background 

The lower San Joaquin River has been designated an impaired waterbody for salinity and 
boron water quality limited segment under CWA Section 303(d) for salt and boron. 
Pursuant to the Section 303(d) listing, the Regional Board prepared the TMDL for the 
control of salt and boron discharges into the lower San Joaquin River in July 2004 
(Regional Board 2004b). The San Joaquin River at Vernalis has been approved by the 
Regional Board for delisting for salinity. 

4.1.2.3.1 Development of the Total Maximum Monthly Load (TMML) 

The lower San Joaquin River, between Mud Slough and the Merced River, is designated 
by the State Board as an impaired waterbody for Se water quality limited segment under 
CWA Section 303(d) for Se (State Board 2006a). Previous listings designated the San 
Joaquin River as impaired for Se from a water quality limited segment from Mendota 
Pool to Vernalis for Se (State Board 1999a). However, the Regional Board has approved 
the delisting of the San Joaquin River from the Merced River to the Delta Boundary and 
Salt Slough for Se. 
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4.1.5.9  San Joaquin River at Vernalis (River Mile <77) 

Water quality at Vernalis is of concern because this is the current compliance point for 
EC objectives. The State Board under CWA Section 303(d) has listed this site as an 
impaired waterbody for segment of the river as being water quality limited with respect to 
salt and dissolved oxygen. However, the San Joaquin River at Vernalis has been 
approved by the Regional Board for delisting for salinity. All criteria established by the 
State Board have been met for delisting and, therefore, the State Board and USEPA are 
expected to approve delisting for salinity as well. The Regional Board also has approved 
the delisting of the lower San Joaquin River and Salt Slough for Se. 

SJRGA-2 
The commenter states that the EIS/EIR analysis of salinity conditions at Vernalis is also incorrect 
in its assessment of compliance with water quality objectives (“WQO”) for salinity at Airport 
Way Bridge near Vernalis (“Vernalis Salinity WQO”) and inconsistent with assessments of the 
same data by the SJRGA, Reclamation, and the Central Valley Regional Water Quality Control 
Board (“Regional Board”)…. 

Revisions to the text and Figure 4-28 have been made as indicated below, and these corrections 
do not change the conclusions regarding impacts/effects on water quality. The compliance 
assessment of CDEC data from Station VNS indicates that the EC was not above the WQO 
during water year 2002-2007. The reference to CALFED 2000 has been removed. 

4.1.5.9.4 Water Quality 

The CDEC Station VNS site is located just downstream of the inflow from the Stanislaus 
River; thus, water quality is typical of surface flow and is likely to be the best of any of 
the river sites (Regional Board 2008). Constituents of concern in the San Joaquin River at 
Vernalis include salt (characterized as EC) and dissolved oxygen. Se and boron 
concentrations are typically below WQOs. 

Elevated salinity concentrations have resulted in exceedances of WQOs for the San 
Joaquin River in previous years. The 700 µmhos/cm 30-day running average EC WQO 
for the San Joaquin River near Vernalis for the April to August period has been exceeded 
54 percent of the time from 1986 through 1997. The l,000-µmhos/cm WQO for the 
September to March period has been exceeded 13 percent of the time (CALFED 2000). 

EC data was obtained for CDEC Station VNS (CDEC 2008). For Water Years 2002–
2007, EC ranged from 197 90 to 1,200 1,060 µmhos/cm, with an average of 610 560 
µmhos/cm. This is equivalent to approximately 60 50 to 740 660 mg/L TDS, with an 
average of 380 350 mg/L TDS, when the EC-TDS ratio of 0.62 was used. EC was above 
below the 30-day running average WQO during this period 11 percent of the datapoints, 
or 35 out of the 314 of the Regional Board weekly field measurements (Figure 4-28). 30-
day average concentrations were above the WQO during 2002 to 2004 and during 2007. 
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Figure 4-28 Electrical Conductivity in San Joaquin River at Vernalis for Water Years 2002–2007 

SJRGA-3 
The commenter describes the regulatory background associated with D-1641 and the salinity 
WQO at Vernalis. Comment noted and considered. 

SJRGA-4 
The commenter states that…the Vernalis Salinity WQO has been met, without fail, since 1995. 
…compliance with the Vernalis Salinity WQO has always been determined based on data 
obtained by the VNS/VER USGS/SWR/Reclamation CDEC station (Interagency C-10). 

EC data obtained from CDEC Station VNS for water years 2002-2007 was analyzed in lieu of 
weekly grab samples obtained by the Regional Board (as indicated in response to comment 
SJRGA-2). Analysis of this data indicates that the WQO has been met during this period.  

SJRGA-5 
The commenter states that in addition, since the Vernalis Salinity WQO [is] an objective 
expressed as a running average, the determination of compliance begins on the last day of the 
averaging period…Since the Vernalis Salinity WQO changes in April, determination of 
compliance with the April-August objective begins on April 30…. 

The compliance assessment indicated in response SJRGS-2 is consistent with this methodology.  

SJRGA-6 
The comment is that …the San Luis & Delta Mendota Water Authority must use the correct 
baseline information in conducting its environmental assessments. 
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Comment noted and considered. Revisions to the compliance assessment utilize EC data 
obtained from VNS/VER USGS/SWR/Reclamation CDEC station (Interagency C-10) in lieu of 
weekly grab samples obtained by the Regional Board. 

I-122 gbp_feis_i_commentsandresponses.doc 



C O M M E N T  L E T T E R  

Stanislaus County Environmental Review 
Committee (STAN) 



 





G R A S S L A N D  B Y P A S S  P R O J E C T ,  2 0 1 0 – 2 0 1 9  
F I N A L  E I S / E I R  A U G U S T  2 0 0 9 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This Page Intentionally Left Blank 

 

I-124 gbp_feis_i_commentsandresponses.doc 



A P P E N D I X  I  
P U B L I C  C O M M E N T S  A N D  R E S P O N S E S  

RESPONSE STAN 

Stanislaus County Environmental Review Committee 
Raul Mendez, Senior Management Consultant January 26, 2009 

 

No response is required. 
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RESPONSE STOC 

City of Stockton 
Mark J. Madison, Director of Municipal Utilities March 23, 2009 

STOC-1 
The commenter is concerned that salt and boron WQOs are not identified for segments of the 
SJR and Mud Slough where the Basin Plan does not have numeric objectives. The commenter 
suggests developing numeric criteria for these reaches by investigating NPDES permits, WDRs, 
and conditional waivers for irrigated agriculture to find evidence of how narrative objectives are 
interpreted. Furthermore, the commenter suggests that impacts should be evaluated in light of 
these suggested criteria.  

In the EIS/EIR, salinity and boron impacts are evaluated for Mud Slough, the SJR between Mud 
Slough and the Merced River, and the SJR downstream of the Merced River (see Section 4.2.4 
and Table 4-28). For the comparison of alternatives, relative concentrations are evaluated as well 
as the applicability of WQOs to the reach. The significance criteria were based on the frequency 
of exceedances in these WQOs.  

For EC, the Basin Plan has a numeric objective for Vernalis. Salinity impacts to the SJR 
downstream of the Merced River were evaluated with respect to concentrations at Vernalis and 
the frequency of exceedance of the Vernalis WQO. Salinity impacts to Mud Slough and for the 
SJR between Mud Slough and Merced River were evaluated with respect to relative 
concentrations but not to WQO exceedances, because Basin Plan objectives are not applicable to 
these reaches. The impact evaluation for boron was similar has been corrected. See response 
CVRWQCB-1. 

The numeric WQOs in the Basin Plan are based upon both water quality criteria and the 
beneficial use of the waterbody. When these WQOs are achieved, beneficial uses are considered 
to be protected and water quality is not considered to be degraded. Although effluent limitation 
in NPDES permits and WDRs may suggest alternative targets for the specific reach that had the 
discharge, the Basin Plan numeric WQOs are more appropriate for use as significance criteria.  

STOC-2 
The commenter in paragraph 2 states that the project has failed to meet selenium and salinity 
basin plan objectives. This is not true, selenium performance goals (applicable prior to the full 
implementation of objectives) and objectives have been met at all times at the San Joaquin River 
compliance point. In addition salinity objectives have been met at all times at the Vernalis 
compliance point. See response CVRWQB-11. 

STOC-3 
The GBD have to date expended approximately $104 million to date including: 

 Grant Funding - $66,000,000 

 Loan Funding (Farmer repays) – $15,000,000 
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 District Funding (Farmer funded) - $23,000,000 

The proposed time extension is for a 10 year period with significant reductions and incentives for 
reducing loads and getting out of the Drain early (See attached figure and proposed Use 
Agreement in Appendix A of the EIS/EIR). 
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As part of a Integrated Water Resources Management Grant a pilot plant was proposed for the 
summer of 2009 precisely to answer the questions that are posed regarding feasibility and cost. 
This work has progressed to the stage of awarding a contract to construct a pilot treatment plant 
to NA Water. This work was suspended by the State of California and has not been restarted.  

The Sediment Management Plan (SMP) is contained in Appendix B. As stated in Section 
2.2.1.2.3, the SMP specifies appropriate disposal or reuse actions based on applicable human 
health, ecological risk, and hazardous materials standards for Se on the assumption that these 
standards are protective of human health and environmental resources. Possible agricultural 
lands for sediment disposal have been identified in close proximity to the Drain. These lands will 
be subject to monitoring to avoid ponding that could impact birds and other terrestrial species. 
See also response to comment USFWS-5. 

STOC-4 
Management of the drainage in the GDA is an ongoing coordinated effort. If the ability to 
provide drainage is eliminated it may not be possible for the farmers to also continue to retain 
tailwater on farm. 
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The writer misstates the comment on page 2-2. The EIS/EIR states that “With current source 
control activities, recycling, drainage reuse, approximately 23,000 acre-feet per year could be 
managed”. (Emphasis added). 

Cotton was just given as an example of a crop that can withstand higher salinity levels as 
opposed to the current crops such as melons, asparagus and tomatoes. Selection of crops would 
be determined by the respective farmers. 

Concerning the comment about Fresno County General Plan Goal LU-A, the No Action 
Alternative would not promote the long-term conservation of productive agricultural lands. 
While the reuse facility could handle drainage in the short term, eventually it would salt up and 
become unproductive and force farmers to reuse 100 percent of their drainwater which would 
reduce the productivity of their lands. While grazing is a productive use of land, it does not have 
the same economic impacts (income and employment) as does irrigated agriculture with high 
value crops. Under No Action, growers respond to rising salinity levels by changing their 
cropping pattern, and the expected total output impact is reduced by 11 percent and the total 
income impact is reduced by 8 percent between 2014 and 2019 (Appendix G, page 27). 

STOC-5 
The 2001 alternative would not allow discharge to Mud Slough as water quality objectives are 
required to be met. 

STOC-6 
As described in Section 4.1.2.1, water quality objectives are adopted by the RWQCB based on 
protection of beneficial uses. Beneficial uses, WQOs, and the implementation program for 
achieving the WQOs for the Project Area are stipulated in the Water Quality Control Plan for the 
Sacramento River and San Joaquin River Basins (1998 Basin Plan) (Regional Board 1998a). The 
WQOs for selenium were established to protect aquatic life beneficial uses, and when these 
WQOs are achieved, beneficial uses are considered to be protected and water quality is not 
considered to be degraded. These WQOs were selected based on the best available data that met 
quality assurance criteria at the time of adoption. In addition to the evaluation of water quality, 
bioaccumulation of selenium was evaluated in Section 6. This bioaccumulation evaluation was 
based not on water quality objectives but on site-specific bioaccumulation data and the most 
recent applicable toxicity data available. 
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RESPONSE SEWD 

Stockton East Water District 
Karna E. Harrigfeld, Attorney-at-Law February 19, 2009 

SEWD-1 
The commentor’s conclusion is incorrect. The baseline for determination of significant adverse 
impact to water quality under CEQA is the existing condition. Because the Grassland Bypass 
Project reduces selenium and salt in its discharges to the San Joaquin River via Mud Slough over 
the Project period 2010 – 2019, in comparison to the period 2002-2007, there is no significant 
adverse impact and no additional water quality mitigation is required.  

SEWD-2 
The Vernalis water quality objective for salinity is being met, and this Project continues to 
reduce salinity loads contributed to the San Joaquin River over the project period. Additional 
dilution flows are not a component of the Project. The only fees under the Use Agreement are 
incentive fees, which are currently slated to be invested in further salinity and other pollutant 
reductions strategies which will provide a long term contribution to reducing lower San Joaquin 
River salinity. 

SEWD-3 
A copy of the ROWD is attached (follows response SEWD-15).  

SEWD-4 
The new Use Agreement has mandatory salinity load reductions; see Appendix A of the 
EIS/EIR, page 34. There are not salinity or selenium concentration requirements in the new Use 
Agreement. Concentrations are incorporated into the selenium and salinity TMDLs that have 
been adopted by the Regional Water Quality Control Board. 

SEWD-5 
The only current salinity objectives are at Vernalis and are being met. The process to establish 
upstream objectives is ongoing. The Regional Board must conduct its own analysis to determine 
the reasonableness of particular objectives for a particular reach, and that information is not yet 
available. Thus, it is premature to assume what the objectives would be, and this EIS/EIR is not 
required to conduct speculative analysis. 

SEWD-6 
Section 4.1.3.3 describes the quality of tile sumps within the GDA to characterize water sources 
in that portion of the Project Area. The effect of discharges from the GDA in the San Joaquin 
River under the Proposed Action is described in Sections 4.2.2.4.5 and 4.2.2.4.6 and is 
determined to be beneficial, due to the continuing decreases in discharges that remove salts from 
the River in comparison to exiting conditions. In addition, as previously stated the Vernalis 
salinity objectives are being met (see Section 4.1.5.9.4 on page 4-45 of the EIS/EIR). Therefore, 
mitigation is not required.  
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SEWD-7 
See response to SEWD-6. Since the beginning of the GBP, the salinity load has been reduced by 
72 percent (from 237,530 tons in water year 1995 to 66,254 tons in water year 2008). 

SEWD-8 
See Section 4.1.5.8.4 on page 4-44 for reporting of salinity and boron concentrations. Figure 4-
26 summarizes monthly discharges of boron at Crows Landing as compared to the downstream 
water quality objective at Vernalis, which indicates the effects from pre-irrigation season 
discharges from October 2001 through October 2007, and Figure 4-30 provides the same 
information at Vernalis. Figure 4-27 displays the Crows Landing monthly salinity data for the 
same time period, and Figure 4-28 provides the information for Vernalis. 

SEWD-9 
The proposed Use Agreement has salinity load limits; see Appendix A, page 34. 

SEWD-10 
The EIS/EIR is required to analyze the impacts to the environment. As Water Quality Objectives 
for salinity have been set by the Regional Water Quality Control Board to protect water quality 
in the San Joaquin River, determining if the Proposed Action will meet this objective does 
determine the impact to the environment and a comparison between the existing condition and/or 
the No Action is not required. The EIS/EIR assumes releases from New Melones are similar to 
historic releases that occurred during 2002-2007 for each given water year type as discussed in 
Section 4.1.5.9.4, because the measurement is taken just downstream of the inflow from the 
Stanislaus River.  

SEWD-11 
See Section 4.1.5.9.3 for a discussion of flow in the San Joaquin River at Vernalis and response 
SEWD-10 above. Salinity objectives upstream of Vernalis have not yet been set so that analysis 
of the effects of the GBP on specific upstream objectives and the consequential potential effects 
on New Melones operations cannot at present be determined.  

In August 2005, an analysis was made to develop a set of actions to achieve current water quality 
objectives for salinity on the San Joaquin River at Vernalis and other purposes. This analysis was 
performed by the San Joaquin River Water Quality Management Group (SJRWQMG), a 
voluntary and open stakeholder-based workgroup. The analysis was summarized in a report 
titled: Summary Recommendations of the San Joaquin River Water Quality Management Group 
for Meeting the Water Quality Objectives for Salinity measured at Vernalis and Dissolved 
Oxygen in the Stockton Deep Water Ship Channel. For salinity one of the main recommendations 
was full implementation of the Westside Regional Drainage Plan. (This plan is discussed in the 
EIS/EIR on page 4-70 under the Cumulative Effects Section and is referenced on page 19-15). 
Page 12 of the SJRWQMG report states: “Early on, the effects of the West Side Regional 
Drainage Plan (including the San Joaquin River Improvements Project – SJRIP) were shown to 
be the most powerful action among the alternatives in reducing salinity levels in the Lower San 
Joaquin River.” The analysis calculated that with implementation of the actions in the report 
(mainly implementation of the SJRIP) additional water storage would remain available in New 
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Melones Reservoir for other purposes in the amount of 23,000 acre-feet in a critical year and 
8,000 acre-feet per year over the 73-year period of analysis (1922-1984). The SJRIP is part of the 
Proposed Action in the EIS/EIR and is discussed in many locations (see index). 

Changes in New Melones Reservoir Operations resulting from reductions in drainage discharges 
were also analyzed in the San Luis Drainage Feature Re-evaluation FEIS/EIR Appendix D, 
pages D-2 through D-31 (Reclamation 2006), located at 
http://www.usbr.gov/mp/nepa/nepa_projdetails.cfm?Project_ID=61). For that analysis CalSim II 
was used to predict how New Melones Reservoir Operations were affected by reductions in river 
flows and the subsequent improvement in salinity resulting from decreases in GAF discharges. 
Results of the analysis indicated the average annual New Melones water quality reservoir 
releases would decrease by 11,000 AF/year. Average monthly releases increased in November, 
December, and January but decreased in March - August as a result of in improvements in water 
quality (Figure D2-20 in FEIS/EIR, Reclamation 2006). In conclusion, New Melones Reservoir 
releases for Vernalis compliance would decrease as a result of the Proposed Action, a beneficial 
effect.  

SEWD-12 
While flows from the San Luis Drain would be decreased over the term of the GBP as shown in 
Table 4-26 by water year type, so would the salts discharged into the San Joaquin River. The 
combination of these two factors results in the overall changes to New Melones Reservoir 
Operations described above in response SEWD-11. Based on the additional analyses described in 
that response, the potential for GBP to affect New Melones releases to meet the Vernalis flow 
and salinity objectives is substantially diminished, i.e., would not require increased releases, and 
the language from page 4-61 has been revised to reflect the additional information: 

Annual modeled discharge volume for the San Luis Drain is presented in Table 4-26. 
Reduction in San Joaquin River flow upstream of Vernalis that would require increases in 
New Melones releases to meet the Vernalis flow objective would be a significant adverse 
impact in comparison to existing conditions associated with the GBP are offset by the 
reduction in needed dilution flows due to improvements in salinity as drainage water is 
removed from the San Joaquin River. As a result, New Melones Reservoir Operations are 
beneficially affected by the Proposed Action. The frequency with which salinity 
concentrations would be higher than applicable water quality objectives is predicted to 
decrease over existing conditions. 

SEWD-13 
While additional information has been provided in response to the SEWD comments, no 
additional analysis is required for this EIS/EIR, and Section 4.2.4.2.3 does not need to be 
changed.  

SEWD-14 
See responses SEWD–10 through 12. All reductions in flow from the GBP are accompanied by 
reductions in salt loads, and together, these changes result in an overall reduction in water 
releases from New Melones over existing conditions.  
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SEWD-15 
The MMRP does not need to be revised because the original paragraph on page 4-61 was a 
hypothetical statement of the issue looking at flow quantity and did not reflect the salinity load 
reductions which accompany the flow reductions. Also see response SEWD-12. 
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