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INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this meeting summary is to document the presentation and discussion items from the 
August 17, 2016 workshop held at the Regional Water Quality Control Board (Board) Region 5 office. The 
workshop was held to inform the Board about three proposed basin plan amendments, and to hear 
comments from the public on these topics.  

SUMMARY AND RELEVANCE TO KRWCA 
Three basin plan amendments at various stages of development were presented by Board staff and 
members of CV-SALTS, as follows: 

1. Lower San Joaquin River (LSJR) salinity water quality objectives (WQO) 

2. MUN beneficial use in ag-dominated water bodies  

3. MUN/AGR de-designation  

 The LSJR Committee members presented the process that was followed to develop the new water 

quality objectives for salinity that were proposed for the Vernalis monitoring point. The current 

water quality objectives based on Ayars and Westcott thresholds for salinity in ag are inappropriate 

because the thresholds were never meant to be used that way. They modeled different scenarios 

using alternative WQOs and management options. The preferred alternative is a 1,550 dS/m WQO 

with a performance goal of 1,350. The Hoffman model indicated that implementation of the 

preferred alternative would make 56,000 ac-ft more of water available (of good quality). The 

economic analysis indicated that it would incur minimal cost. The committee also presented a policy 

to be used during extended dry periods. The proposed basin plan amendment is to use different 

performance goals at different times of the year and in different types of water year to achieve the 

water quality objective. The Board will have a split hearing this fall, including public comment, with 

adoption planned for early 2017. 

 MUN applies to all water bodies unless they are specifically not designated as such. Primary and 

secondary maximum contaminant levels (MCLs) (federal) for drinking water are used as WQOs. The 

Sources of Drinking Water Policy contains exceptions; but to use the exceptions we need to amend 

the basin plan. Application of MUN in ag dominated water bodies results in overly conservative 

restrictions for POTW discharges and ag operations. CV-SALTS partnered with Board to fund analysis 
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to address this issue. The proposed basin plan amendment is to group findings and reports so that 

every 3-5 years the Basin Plan can be opened to address water bodies dominantly used for ag to be 

de-designated from the MUN beneficial use. At that point, several water bodies could be de-

designated from this use and the restrictive WQOs for drinking water would no longer apply. One 

remaining question is what criterion should be used to list/name a constructed ag water body that 

would have to go through this process. For example, if a half-mile long ditch is constructed to 

convey water, should it be required to de-designated, or should it be exempt? Should the criterion 

be 1 mile in length? This was not finalized. The Board will have a split hearing this fall, including 

public comment, with adoption planned for early 2017. 

 There is concern there is an overly-conservative application of the MUN and AGR use in an area of 

the Tulare Lakebed. The area is 24x24 miles, which used to have flow from several rivers (Kern, 

Kings, etc.) but is a closed basin. In this area, constructed channels move water for ag, but the Lake 

floods every 7 years, so there are no permanent crops or permanent homes. Several small 

communities ring the area, which has a unique subsurface geology with several clay lenses at 

various depths, including the “A” clay through the “F” clay. (E clay is Corcoran clay – thick and 

impermeable – underlies this particular area.) Current beneficial uses include AGR, MUN, and 

industrial service and process supply, and wildlife habitat. The AGR and MUN beneficial uses are 

most sensitive to salt. After significant technical analysis and stakeholder outreach, Board staff 

proposes to de-designate this area from the AGR and MUN beneficial uses. The language for the 

basin plan amendment has not been developed yet so the amendment is not yet on the schedule for 

Board adoption. 

LSJR SALINITY WATER QUALITY OBJECTIVES BASIN PLAN AMENDMENT 

 Jim Brownell – Engineering Geologist and Anne Littlejohn – Senior Environmental Scientist 

presented the background to the LSJR evaluation of salinity WQOs and explained why salinity 

accumulates in the LSJR. 

 David Corey presented the process used to evaluated current WQOs and recommend new ones.  

o The evaluation indicated that the most sensitive beneficial uses are MUN and AGR; 

however, the salinity objectives at Vernalis are inappropriate because the salinity thresholds 

in Ayars and Westcott should not have been interpreted as WQOs.  

o The committee used the Hoffman model to evaluate soil salinity to predict crop sensitivity 

and necessary WQO. The Hoffman model is a steady-state model that has some significant 

limitations, but is a conservative model that had been previously used in regulatory efforts; 

therefore, the committee decided to use it.  

o Inputs included: most sensitive crop to protect, % yield acceptable, annual precipitation, and 

leaching fraction. How these inputs are set affects the results of the model. Almonds were 

used as most sensitive crop, % yield acceptable was set to 75%, and 15% leaching fraction 

was used.  

 WQO alternatives that were analyzed included: 

1. 700 mmhos/cm (current Vernalis WQO) 

2. 1,010 Vernalis WQO of 700 with 10% leaching fraction 

3. 1,350  

4. 1,550 
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 Karna Harrigfeld (Stockton East Water District [SEWD]) presented the salinity management 

alternatives that were evaluated by the LSJR committee, feasibility and economic analysis, and 

monitoring 

o Seven WQO objective alternatives were considered, but only four were evaluated: 

1. No objective 

2. Tiered objective using 1,550 and 1,350 seasonally 

3. 1,550 with 1,350 as performance goal 

4. 1,010 mmhos/cm 

o Salinity Management Alternatives that were evaluated included: 

1. Controlled timing of discharges 

2. Reduce point source 

3. Reduce non-point source 

4. Water conservation 

5. High effluent irrigation 

6. Reuse/volume reduction 

7. Tail water recovery 

8. Tile water recovery 

9. Regional treatment  

o Preferred alternative is 1,550 WQO mmhos/cm with performance goal of 1,350 mmhos/cm. The 

Hoffman model indicated that implementation of the preferred alternative would make 56,000 

ac-ft more of water available (of good quality). 

 The economic analysis indicated that the preferred alternative would incur minimal cost. The 

1010 mmhos/cm WQO would incur high cost because it would require treatment. 

 Dennis Westcott (SJR Tributaries Authority) presented the policy developed by the LSJR committee 

for extended dry periods (special consideration #1) 

o The committee wanted to answer two main questions, as follows: 

 What level of beneficial use protection is necessary during an extended dry period? 

 How should “extended dry period” be defined? 

o To answer the first question, short-term salinity protection levels were developed as 

follows: 

 2,470 mmhos/cm as a 30-day average for AGR  

 2,200 mmhos/cm determined from average of four quarterly samples for MUN 

 75% yield (survival of crops, not optimum yield of crops) 

o To answer the second question, the definition of extended dry period was developed as 

follows: 

 Hydrology studies have indicated that a 60% of the water in a water body in any 

given year is from the current year, but 20% is from the previous year and another 

20% is from two years previous. Using this approach is called a 60-20-20 analysis. 

 Therefore, each of the five types of hydrologic year was assigned a value, as follows: 

 Critical – 1 

 Dry – 2 

 Normal – 3 

 Above normal – 4 

 Wet – 5 
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 An extended dry period occurs when the sum of assigned values for the current year 

and the previous two years is 6 or less. The extended dry period for this policy 

purpose also adds on one additional year, because at the end of an extended dry 

period, data indicates there is significant salt flushing. 

o The performance goal of 1,350 mmhos/cm would be applied during spring in normal and dry 

years and during spring and summer during wet and above normal years 

o The LSJR also proposes a review 10 years after the Basin Plan amendment is adopted, and 

potential re-opening of the Basin Plan. 

 Debbie Webster (CVCWA) commented on POTW Compliance (Special Consideration #2) 

o POTWs (Turlock and Modesto cities) discharge into the LSJR via NPDES permits 

o WQOs don’t allow for/consider 1) export of salt out of basin; 2) recycling and/or conserving 

water 

 Board staff plans to have a “split hearing” where Board hears recommendation for Basin Plan in 

December, then after public comment and stakeholder input are compiled, Board would consider 

recommendation for adoption at February Board meeting.  

MUN BENEFICIAL USE IN AG DOMINATED WATER BODIES BASIN PLAN 

AMENDMENT 

 Background 

o Sacramento MUN beneficial use was revisited 

o Limited MUN (LMUN) beneficial use was explored 

o Today the implementation and key issues of using LMUN and de-designating MUN in ag 

water bodies region-wide were presented. 

o MUN applies to all water bodies unless they are specifically not designated as such 

o Primary and secondary MCLs (federal) for drinking water are used as WQOs 

o Sources of Drinking Water Policy contains exceptions; but to use the exceptions we need to 

amend the basin plan 

o Application of MUN in ag dominated water bodies results in overly conservative restrictions 

for POTW discharges and ag operations 

o CV-SALTS partnered with Board to fund analysis to address this issue 

 Previous efforts key recommendations: 

o Ag water bodies are unique 

o Water body categorization 

o Special structures such as a controlled recirculating system should be considered special 

circumstances 

o LMUN would apply to ag dominated water bodies 

 How will MUN be implemented? 

o Sacramento river basin case study – 4 water bodies had MUN use removed 

o SJR – San Luis Canal Company – 232 water bodies and 230 are C1, or constructed – so MUN 

should be removed, also because SLCC is part of ILRP 

o Year round circulating systems and seasonal circulating systems – 2 examples: 

o Tulare Lake Basin case – surface water doesn’t leave; water reuse is maximized (year-round 

closed system) 



5 

 

o Historic Rice Operation in Sac River Basin case example – seasonally closed recirculating 

system – these are not used today but may be again in the future. 

 Implementation Program – Cindy 

o Streamlined process, as needed basis or time schedule options 

 As needed – MUN designation stays until there is a reason to change it 

 Time schedule – each individual WDR is addressed on a schedule 

o Stakeholders preferred as needed approach 

o Process initiation – NOI, then application uses flowchart to categorize water bodies to either 

submit (1) water body categorization report, or; 2) closed recirculating system application 

o The main idea of this presentation was that it is currently an arduous process to change de-

designate a water body from MUN because each one has to be put through a process to 

change the Basin Plan (because the Basin Plan stipulates that all water bodies are 

considered to have the MUN use unless is specifically says they do not).  

o So, the proposed process is to let dischargers, permittees or Board staff to apply to de-

designated ag water bodies from MUN, then open the Basin Plan every 3 to 5 years and 

have the Board consider and approve de-designation for several at once. This would be the 

as needed approach. 

 The next issue presented to the board was how to address currently non-listed (unnamed) water 

bodies.  

o In the SLCC example, there were 232 water bodies that were found in the recent case study.  

This number increased from 150 that were named in the 1990s. The increase is because of 

better GIS capabilities etc.  

o The Board questions if we apply that rate of increase in found water bodies to the Central 

Valley, the number would increase from 6,500 to potentially over 10,000 water bodies.  

o Staff questioned the board if we should name/list every water body, or should we apply 

some criteria and only name water bodies that meet the criteria. For example, length of 

water body is a proposed criteria and the threshold would be 0.5 miles to be listed. 

 Board hearing announcement and meeting materials - draft staff report October/November, then 

public comment, then adoption in early 2017. Split hearing. 

PROPOSED DEDESIGNATION OF MUN AND AGR IN A PORTION OF THE 

TULARE LAKE BED GROUNDWATER BASIN 

 Panel 

o Staff technical experts  

o Dr. Ken Schmidt  

o Fuller – Tulare Lake Drainage District Manager  

o Mike Nordstrom (Tulare Lake Drainage District/Storage District), CV-SALTS  

o Mike Trujean (LW&A, planning/economic analysis) Pam Buford (Fresno RWQCB office) 

o Jeanne Chilcott 

 Chilcott presented background 

 No proposed Basin Plan amendment yet because language has not been drafted 

 Outline 

o Background/project area 
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o Evaluation approach 

o Proposed Basin Plan amendment 

o Comments/questions 

 There is concern there is an overly-conservative application of the MUN and AGR use in an area 

of the Tulare Lakebed 

 Background/project area 

o Area 24x24 miles 

o Used to have flow from several river (Kern, Kings, etc.) 

o Closed basin 

o Constructed channels move water for ag 

o Lake floods every 7 years, so no permanent crops and no permanent homes 

o Several small communities ring the area 

o Unique subsurface geology – several clay lenses – A clay through F clay (E clay is 

Corcoran clay – thick and impermeable – underlies this particular area) 

 Bus also include industrial service and process supply and wildlife habitat 

 AGR and MUN BUs are most sensitive to salt 

 Exceptions to MUN use include TDS>3,000 and supply <200 gpd 

 Also SMCLs 

 AGR BU is a narrative objective – interpreted with scientific criteria - <700 no restrictions, 700-

3,000 moderate restrictions; >3,000 severe restrictions – this interpretation is very conservative 

and doesn’t take into account modern management practices 

 Recent events that have encouraged this effort 

o December 2015 new WDRs – for additional 1,800 acres of evaporation ponds – current 

BU required installation of tile drains 

o State Recycled Water Policy 

o Long-term ILRP 

 Triennial review recognized the need for review of appropriate BU designation and protection 

 CV-SALTS – used this area as a case study to evaluate 

 Board staff – presented evaluation approach 

o Boundary review – horizontal and vertical 

o Horizontal boundary considerations included surface water quality, location of wells 

(drinking water?) and a buffer to communities 

o Vertical boundary considerations included groundwater quality and clay 

lenses/impermeable layers, and divided into geologic sub-areas, direction of 

groundwater flow 

o Technical Report (Schmidt, 2015) 

o Zone of capture/cone of depression analysis to confirm that surrounding communities 

would not draw water from the project area 

o Kettleman City will be off groundwater in the near future because of arsenic 

o Conducted outreach and indicated that landowners and other stakeholders were in 

agreement with proposed de-designation 

 Pam Buford presented CEQA scoping alternatives 

o Four MUN proposed alternatives – see handout 

o Six AGR proposed alternatives – see handout 
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o Evaluation criteria 

o Preferred MUN alternative was to de-designated based on drinking water policy 

exception based on EC>5,000 uS/cm 

o Preferred AGR alternative was to dedesignate AGR irrigation supply and livestock 

watering BUs based on threshold of 5,000 uS/cm 

 


