April 8, 2010 — Sacramento Bee
Freeport intake facility may herald bigger changes on Sacramento River

By Matt Weiser


Dignitaries today dedicate a massive new water intake on the Sacramento River at Freeport, symbolically ending a 38-year battle over local water supplies.
What you won't hear at today's ceremony, however, is the ticking of a new clock on an even bigger statewide water battle with major implications for Sacramento. As large as the new Freeport intake is, it's tiny compared to the intakes proposed just downstream to feed a giant tunnel diverting water from the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta.
The new Freeport intake serves Sacramento County and the East Bay Municipal Utility District, and was built to resolve a battle over American River water rights held by the water district since 1972. It is easy to spot on Interstate 5, next to the big silver water tank marking Sacramento's southern flank. 
The intake is a big industrial presence on the Sacramento River: a steel face of fish screens and sheet piling running 600 feet along the water.
The 6-acre site, with its eight 2,000-horsepower pumps, can suck water from the river at 286 cubic feet per second – enough to fill an Olympic-size swimming pool every five minutes.
"Aesthetically, it's dramatically changed the river," said Terry Cox, who lives across the river with his wife and four kids in a house built in the 1880s. "The view out my window now is this big, modern architectural structure."
The environment along the Sacramento River could change even more drastically.
State water agencies propose to divert part of the river through two tunnels under the Delta. The theory is that by moving the Delta diversion point from its current location near Tracy to points farther upstream, fewer native fish would be killed, and the water supply for 25 million Californians would be protected from disaster.

But there is a price to be paid, and some of the pain will be felt in the North Delta of Sacramento County, where five new intakes would be located.
Each intake would have a capacity of 3,000 cfs – enough to fill 10 Olympic pools every five minutes – although not all of them would be used at full capacity all the time.
Preliminary designs call for each intake to sit on a 40-acre site with one-third of a mile of river frontage.
The five intakes would sprout along an eight-mile stretch of the Sacramento River from Clarksburg to Courtland, now an area of small, historic communities, vineyards and pear orchards.
"These projects clearly have the potential to decimate this incredible agricultural gem, the treasure that the Delta is for the state," said Mark Pruner, a Clarksburg resident and president of North Delta Cares, a residents' group. 
The tunnel and intakes are the major structures featured in the Bay Delta Conservation Plan, the state's effort to address the dual problems of water supply and environmental trouble in the Delta.
Those involved are quick to point out that existing designs are conceptual. More solid information won't be available until a public draft is released later this year

"It's hard to say right now exactly what it would look like," said Karla Nemeth, liaison to the conservation plan for the California Natural Resources Agency. "While the capacity of the intakes is much greater (than Freeport), the footprint itself is not. It's not going to be a facility that looks 10 times the size."
The Freeport project will supply the East Bay Municipal Utility District, which serves Alameda and Contra Costa counties, and southeast Sacramento County.

The East Bay utility can take 100 cubic feet per second, but only during drought conditions. It will be ready to do so in July.
Sacramento County can take 85 cfs under any conditions, but won't start using its water until late 2011 when a new treatment plant on Vineyard Road is done.

The diversion includes state-of-the-art fish screens to avoid killing small fish, such as Delta smelt, and young salmon and steelhead.
"Not much can get through there, which is the whole idea," said Mike Goldberg, project manager for the East Bay utility. 
Similar screens would be part of any Delta tunnel diversion. Due to the size of the diversion, they would be much bigger.
In fact, Nemeth said fish concerns explain why officials plan five intakes.

"One big intake would be too difficult to screen effectively for fish. That was the biggest reason," she said.
Current designs call for widening the Sacramento River and using large setback levees to protect the facilities from sea level rise, floods and earthquakes. This would require relocating roads, trees and utilities.
Each intake also would require an electrical substation and other associated facilities.
Cox, whose river view is already dominated by the Freeport intake, said he's concerned about what's coming. "Our life is basically on hold, just trying to wait and see what the long-term impacts of this thing will be." 

