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Late rains put state's water managers on the spot

By Matt Weiser 

In a state often torn between flood and drought, spring is a reprieve. Winter storms are done, and a thirsty summer seems a distant worry.
Not so this year. The calendar may say spring, but the clouds disagree. Stubborn storms promise ample water supplies, but they bring a real threat of flooding to the state for the first time in five years.
For California's water managers, it is a perilous time. 
This spring is especially vexing because the state's reservoirs are full, the snowpack is mountainous at 146 percent of average, and yet more storms loom, including another expected today.
That means a delicate juggling act, and a little guesswork, to serve two masters: flood control and water storage.
Water managers must let out just enough water at just the right time. The aim is to make room for the next storm without taxing levees downstream, and without wasting water that might be needed for lawns and crops this summer.
Early-spring storms are especially challenging. Until April 1, reservoir operators must maintain a certain amount of empty space for flood control. They must let water out even if the rivers are already full.
"I wouldn't want to trade places with them," said Rob Hartman, hydrologist in charge of the California- Nevada River Forecast Center, a branch of the National Weather Service. "The longer we stay in this winter pattern and keep putting snow into the Sierra and keep the watersheds wet, the harder it's going to be."

So far, serious flooding problems have been avoided. The rivers are high, but far from record levels.
Several locations on the upper Sacramento River are at flood stage, inundating agricultural areas. The river is topping all of its weirs and filling all of its flood bypasses. That is expected to last for at least a week.
The river at Sacramento's I Street Bridge is at monitor stage, producing the highest water levels in the capital region in five years.
"Right now, everything is steady as she goes," said Paul Devereaux, general manager of Reclamation District 1000, which maintains levees ringing Sacramento's Natomas basin and has been running 24-hour levee patrols since late last week. "We have no reports of any problem areas right now, so we're in good shape."
That could change depending on whether upstream reservoirs need to release more water. That will depend, in turn, on where new storms direct their rainfall.

The U.S. Bureau of Reclamation on Monday boosted releases from Shasta Dam to 50,000 cubic feet per second because that reservoir is 94 percent full and in the cross hairs of the next storm.
Sacramento is largely protected from much of that additional water by the flood bypasses, which can carry five times more water than the Sacramento River itself.
Releases from Folsom Dam into the American River have remained steady at 25,000 cfs.
If that number climbs in the days ahead, the increased flow often backs up against the Sacramento River. This could require more floodgates in the city to be closed, and could also lead officials to open the Sacramento Weir, which lies just upstream, sending more water into the Yolo Bypass.
"Everyone's trying to get the water out when they can, but also being considerate to downstream users," said Jon Ericson, chief of the hydrology branch at the state Department of Water Resources. "It's very much a juggling act. We're a long way from being out of the woods."
The recent storms have been cold, which is both a blessing and a curse. With the snow level staying near 3,000 feet, this means less rain to spill into reservoirs.

But it also piles up more snow, which will melt eventually. A sudden rise in temperatures could prove disastrous if the Sierra Nevada's giant snowpack melts too fast.
This is a larger concern on the San Joaquin River watershed, where the snowpack is bigger, the reservoirs are generally smaller, and the river capacity is about one-tenth the size of the Sacramento River.
Officials are hoping for a gradual transition to warm weather so the melt doesn't come in a rush.
Just in case, the Bureau of Reclamation on Monday began offering "surplus" water from Friant Dam on the San Joaquin River. By selling some of the river's flow at a steep discount now, flooding problems might be avoided later, once the snowmelt kicks off.
"In the days ahead, I think you're going to see (reservoir) releases go up significantly," said Robert Shibatani, a Sacramento hydrologist and consultant to many area water agencies.
"We get our entire water pulse in three to four months. We're supposed to capture and manage that plug of water for an entire year," he said. "It's a fine judgment game they play." 


