



REGULATORY PROGRAM
PERMIT ACTION


APPLICANT:  Monterey County Water Resources Agency (MCWRA)
[bookmark: _GoBack] 
CORPS FILE NUMBER: 1996-22309S

AREA:  Salinas River, Monterey County, California

DESCRIPTION:   In 1997 and 2003, MCWRA, acting as agent for landowners/growers, obtained a Regional General Permit (RGP) to perform maintenance activities within a 50-mile length of the Salinas River. MCWRA coordinated voluntary maintenance activities implemented by individual property owners, growers, and municipalities. Maintenance activities were comprised of sandbar and vegetation removal within the river channel. The objective of the sandbar and vegetation removal was to create an unrestricted flow path that maximized the river channel capacity to convey high volume storm flows. Heavy equipment, including bulldozers, moving equipment, and discing equipment was authorized to be used to manage vegetation and/or contour the riverbed outside the low flow channel and outside a ten-foot buffer zone surrounding the low flow channel. The permits expired at the end of 2008.  

In 2009, MCWRA submitted a permit application to reauthorize the RGP to perform maintenance activities within the Salinas River, but extended the project area to 92 miles of the Salinas River between the Highway 1 Bridge to a location four miles south of San Ardo.  The activities and methods proposed were similar to the work performed from 2003 to 2008; the proposed project would potentially result in approximately 465-640 acres of impact per year, removing approximately 454,000 cubic yards of sediment between 15 October and 30 November each year.  The Stream Maintenance Program (SMP) would be implemented on a voluntary basis by individual property owners, growers, and municipalities.  The Corps issued a Public Notice for the project on 27 July 2009.  The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) responded to Public Notice stating that the proposed project may result in substantial and unacceptable impacts to aquatic resources of national importance and is a candidate for elevation pursuant to the 1992 Memorandum of Agreement between the EPA and the Department of the Army under Section 404(q) of the CWA. National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) and U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) also responded stating that they did not have sufficient information to provide a Biological Opinion pursuant to Section 7 of the Endangered Species Act. No further information was provided by the applicant.

Despite numerous concerns articulated by the Regional Quality Water Control Board, EPA, NMFS, FWS and California Department of Fish and Wildlife (permitting agencies) in response to a Draft Environmental Impact Report, on September 2013, MCWRA issued a Final Environmental Impact Report (FEIR) for the proposed Salinas River SMP. The FEIR was not certified. The project description was largely unchanged from the 2009 permit application.  The primary objective of the proposed Stream Maintenance Program is to increase flow capacities and reduce the inundation of land along the identified reach of the Salinas River and select tributaries, by permitting work related to vegetation and sediment management.  Among their objections, the permitting agencies expressed a concern that the hydrologic modeling (HEC-RAS) used by MCWRA is insufficient for predicting the effects of the proposed work on the Salinas River and that the proposed work would not meet the objectives stated. 

In late 2013, The Nature Conservancy (TNC) was engaged to work with the Salinas River Coalition, the MCWRA, and permitting agencies to collaboratively develop a multi-benefit floodplain planning approach for the Salinas River.  Demonstration areas (River Management Units (RMUs)) were selected along small, 2-5 mile sections of the river based on multiple objectives, including constricted flow capacity as defined by the MCWRA Environmental Impact Report Priority 1 and 2 areas, existing river access, and the opportunity in integrate habitat and water management enhancements such as giant reed (Arundo donax) removal into flood management actions. Participants worked together to identify flood risk reduction, water quality improvement, and other objectives for a pilot program in two RMU’s upstream and downstream of the Chualar and Gonzales bridges south of Salinas.  A RGP was issued for the pilot program in 2014, and several secondary channels were verified by the Corps under the RGP during the fall of 2014 and 2015.

PRIMARY ISSUE:  The focused approach of the pilot project appears to work well to reduce flood risk in identified problem areas while minimizing impacts to species and aquatic/riparian habitat.  With the current El Niño winter, there has been some indication that various interests advocate returning to more aggressive sediment and vegetation clearing practices which would have a greater environmental impact.

STATUS:  The Corps has been coordinating with MCWRA in expanding the pilot program to include additional reaches of the Salinas River.  Current plans are to process a new RGP for the expanded program while work continues under the existing RGP.  In early December 2015 the Corps attended a multi-agency field tour to view some of the proposed RMU’s and offer guidance on management approaches and potential permitting issues.

CONGRESSIONAL DISTRICT: 
· 20Th District, Rep. Sam Farr

POINTS OF CONTACT:
· Acting Regulatory Division Chief, Aaron Allen (415) 503-6768
· Acting South Branch Chief, Katerina Galacatos (415) 503-6778
· Project Manager, Greg Brown (415) 503-6791

Updated on 27 January 2016
image1.png





