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Merced Integrated Regional Water Management (IRWM) Plan

Technical Workshops
Tuesday, July 24, 2012
9:00 am – 2:00 pm

The Sam Pipes Room
1st floor of the Civic Center (City Hall)

678 W. 18th Street
Merced, CA 95340
WORKSHOP NOTES

The IRWM Plan will be supported by several technical studies. On July 24, the IRWM conducted public workshops to solicit input on key issues and opportunities in the region related to four of the study areas:

1. Water Conservation

2. Groundwater Recharge

3. Salt and Nutrient Management

4. Climate Change

A technical workshop on the fifth technical study, Flood Management, will be held at a future date.  Presentations from the technical workshop are posted on the Merced IRWM website. These meeting notes summarize the comments and discussion from each of the workshops. 
Workshop #1 WATER CONSERVATION










Technical Presentation Highlights:

· The Merced Region is a complex and integrated hydrologic system with high variability in conditions, particularly with respect to the mix of groundwater and surface water use year to year. 

· The IRWM program will comprehensively look at the stresses and forces that play a role in water supply and demand in the basin.

· Within the MID area, there is a net contribution to the groundwater basin due to surface water recharge. Outside the MID area, there is a net extraction of groundwater.

· Urban water use in the IRWM area is entirely well water and was about 47,000 acre-feet in 2010. 

· The Cities of Atwater, Livingston and Merced have implemented various urban conservation measures. 

· There are multiple regulatory drivers requiring agricultural water conservation. 

· The region has implemented some programs, including the implementation of MID’s Efficient Water Management Practices. 

· Key conservation “settings” within the Merced IRWM region are the combined groundwater and surface water areas where conservation should be applied strategically given the recharge benefits, and the groundwater use only areas where any agricultural conservation provides benefits. 

· The “ideal” conjunctive use system would eliminate system losses and control where and when water is recharged to the groundwater basin.

· The challenge for the Region is identifying the optimal mix of tools and the high cost of conservation. There is a critical need to eliminate groundwater overdraft.
Discussion/Comment Summary:

· Crop choice and mulching can reduce water use.

· Where is urban use of surface water occurring? Irrigation at high schools and urban parks is under development.
· The group discussed subsidence and opportunities for recharge outside the MID area. Can floodwaters be captured and used for recharge? Recharge is highly dependent on soil characteristics.
· Fund more equipment that measures ET rates and soil moisture to provide specific local information to farmers beyond what is already available on CIMIS. 

· Growers are going to low volume methods not because of water prices but for ease of operation and management. With or without MID incentives, growers are going that direction anyway
· Fallowing can be another method to conserve water in dry years. Westside Water District was founded with intention of fallowing in dry years, but things have changed.

Workshop #2 GROUNDWATER RECHARGE










Technical Presentation Highlights:

· There is debate at the state and local level about the best way to manage groundwater. We want to make the IRWM a successful process to ensure control of water supply stays local.

· Recharge is the addition of water to an aquifer (groundwater) system.

· Recharge is a critical element of the Region’s Groundwater Management Plan goals.

· Groundwater levels are declining in much of the basin.

· MID is contributing an estimated average 60 TAF/yr of recharge to the basin currently.

· Recharge methods include

· Seepage from unlined surface water canals

· In-lieu recharge (use of surface water instead of pumping groundwater)

· Recharge basins 

· The Groundwater Recharge study for the IRWM will identify, evaluate, and rank sites for potential new recharge areas. 

Discussion/Comments Summary:

· Groundwater level data presented is out of date. The water level decline is getting worse.

· MID monitors groundwater levels in their area three times per year: before and during the irrigation season, and in December at its production wells.
· USGS and DWR have monitoring wells through the Merced Basin and that data is available at GEOTRACKER (http://geotracker.waterboards.ca.gov/)

· More data is need from outside MID. This requires landowner cooperation.

· One participant stated they had observed a 200’ decline in depth to water in a well in two years. Water depth was now about 585’. 

· Land subsidence was defined and discussed. Once land subsides, cannot recharge because the pore space in the soil has been lost. 

· Stewardship of the aquifers so they can continue to function is critically important. 

· MID has more than 800 miles of canals. Lining all is cost prohibitive. Recharge through seepage from canals is only desirable in wet years. Ideally you would use recharge basins rather than canals to enable control of timing and location of recharge.

· Can pumps be reversed (inject water into the ground)?  Yes, this is called aquifer storage and recovery (ASR). It is possible, but is expensive and water must be treated before it is injected. It is used in other places where there is no land to do recharge (e.g. southern California).

· How much gas drilling is planned within this water region? This is an important water quality consideration that should be evaluated as part of the IRWM study. 

· Groundwater generally flows northeast to southwest. 

· Is information about best sites for recharge finding its way to the General Plan process so that the best sites are not covered up?

· How will growth be considered in the IRWM process?  The study will use information in adopted general plans and urban water management plans to develop estimates of future supplies and demands. 

· A comprehensive recharge program will require storage. 

· What is a typical percolation rate? A good basin can recharge 0.33 feet per day.

· Consider opportunities for farmers to take more water than they need and let it recharge on their fields. There may be almond orchards, for example, that could survive with more water. The farmer would only pay for the water need for the crop, not the extra that is recharged. 

· Reach out to farmers about dedicating acreage to recharge. Timing can be an issue. Farmers working ground in the Spring.
· Do orchards provide recharge? Probably not much because trees are using most of applied water. 

· 3 worst areas groundwater level decline are:
· South of Sandy Mush Rd

· East of Minturn Road in Le Grand

· North of Dry Creek

Workshop #3 SALT AND NUTRIENT MANAGEMENT









Technical Presentation Highlights:

· Salt and Nutrient Management Plans are required by the State Water Resource Control Board’s Recycled Water Policy.

· Plans must consider all sources of salts and nutrients, basin hydrology, recycled water use and stormwater recharge.

· A salt and nutrient study (but not development of a full Plan) will be conducted as part of the IRWMP preparation. The study is ongoing. There are many areas, particularly unorganized areas (areas outside water districts) where there are data gaps.
· Groundwater quality in the Merced Region is generally good, although there are some areas with known contaminants.

· Surface water is generally excellent, with low salinity and no known major contaminants of concern.

· There is some recycled water use for agricultural and municipal irrigation in the Merced Region. Additional study is ongoing.

Discussion/Comments Summary:
· The Regional Board is moving away from a “no contamination whatsoever” approach because they recognize salts will enter groundwater basins and the pertinent question is how you manage supply and quality into the future. 

· We should not accept any degradation of groundwater quality to support growth. 

· Are we exporting salts to southern California? Yes, but importing more than exporting. 

· Review Berkeley Institute Study, ag waiver program, and East San Joaquin Water Coalition as source of data. 

· Make sure the study looks at new technology and old – such as the use of biological grass strips. Plants can filter water for groundwater recharge better than just coarse soil. Fungus can be used to clean up biohazards. 

· Can we work with UC Merced to create innovative solutions and jobs? Find ways to use solar energy. 

· Areas on the west side are no longer suitable for farming because of poor management of salt and nutrients. 

· There is lots of food processing in portions of the region. Perhaps more innovative and cooperative use of their wastewater could reduce the intensity of salt loading. 

· Ensure the study considers mercury.

· What are the effects of the Merced wastewater treatment plan on Merced River quality?

Workshop #4 CLIMATE CHANGE 









Technical Presentation Highlights:

· DWR guidance provides that IRWM Plans must consider impacts of climate change on the region and consider greenhouse gas (GHG) of potential projects.
· IRWM Plans must consider adaptation to effects of climate change and mitigation of GHG impacts.  

· Climate models differ on whether there will be more or less precipitation. There is general agreement that there will be more flashier events.  

· Different water resources will be impacted differently:

· Increased low flow periods – impacts on aquatic habitat

· Changes in runoff timing – impacts to hydropower generation

· Flashier precipitation events – more flooding

· Four step planning process will look at region’s vulnerabilities and priorities process

1) Characterize region

2) Identify vulnerabilities 
3) Identify key indicators of potential vulnerability

4) Prioritize vulnerable resources

Discussion/Comments Summary:
· Have heard UC Davis professors suggest we could survive a drier scenario better than a wetter scenario. 
· We should look at things that are the least disruptive – off stream storage reservoirs. First priority should be dealing with floods and recharge, which will be worthwhile no matter what scenario.

· Because of uncertainty, projects designed just to cope with climate change are a waste of money. Projects should stand on their own benefits. Don’t let climate change drive prioritization. 

· Storage helps any scenario. Storage is a win-win.

· The costs of even a minor flood event in this area could be devastating.

· Adaptation will require changing crops. 

· Need multiple use infrastructure – flooding, wetlands, recharge – projects that provide benefits either way.

· Conservation tillage can make a big difference for carbon sequestration and flooding. 

· Could areas near the river be farms in such a way that flooding areas are “sacrificial.” This is done in some areas already, could it be expanded?
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