Policy and management issues pertaining to parcel BLK 094
Rationale

The Bristlecone Chapter of CNPS is calling attention® to a management problem in
parcel BLK094. We focus on this parcel (as opposed to other parcels also affected by
pumping-induced drawdowns) because baseline data under the Inyo-LA Long Term
Water Agreement (LTWA) suggest meadow habitat in BLK094 was in particularly
good condition. BLK094 had a relatively high biological resource value, and
degradation is proceeding rapidly under LTWA management.

Background

Parcel BLKO094 is classified as Type C, groundwater dependent meadow, under the
LTWA. The average water table depth under the parcel in 1986 was shallow enough
to support the meadow vegetation originally mapped by Lee in 1912, and mapped
again by DWP in 1986. The drawdown DWP initiated in 1987 lowered the water
table under this parcel dramatically, and groundwater hasn’t been accessible to
graminoid (meadow) vegetation since.?

The management problem

The biological rationale for the LTWA is that groundwater dependent vegetation can
tolerate drawdowns of “one to several years.”* The “drought hardiness” of this
vegetation means “constant water table/root zone contact is not required for ...
survival.”® This was the stated reason alternative 3 in the LTWA EIR -- maintaining
water tables permanently in rooting zones -- was rejected in favor of the LTWA.

Management of parcel BLK094, however, has not conformed to the LTWA one-to-
several-year drawdown model. Instead, the drawdown has lasted almost two decades
and is effectively permanent: chances of water table recovery to grass the rooting
zone under current management are negligible.® This is the management problem.

The single biggest cause of the management problem is excessive pumping from
wells 351 and 356. These wells provide water to Blackrock Fish Hatchery,” which
had previously depended upon flow from Blackrock Spring. The flow from
Blackrock Spring averaged about 8000 af/yr® until DWP dried it completely in 1972.
Pumping from wells 351 and 356 is exempt from the LTWA’s On/Off protocol
because it is compensatory mitigation for the drying of Blackrock Spring.® The wells
typically are pumped to produce over 12,000 af/yr, at least 50% more water than the
average spring flow.

Ecosystem effects

The water table under BLK094 — classified as a meadow — is now held at depths in
which shrublands are expected to occur instead of meadows.*® A variety of data



suggest that this expectation is being met: Total perennial cover as estimated by field
monitoring and live cover estimated by satellite imagery are now diminished relative
to LTWA baseline conditions,** shrub cover is increasing relative to grass cover*?
and in pllgces even the trajectory of the shrub invasion (from west to southeast) is
evident.

Comparison with an adjoining meadow parcel, BLK099, reinforces the conclusion
that groundwater drawdown is a primary cause of the BLK094 meadow degradation.
In parcel BLK099 no comparable shrub invasion is occurring, grass is not declining,
and perennial cover approximates baseline conditions. Unlike the permanent
drawdown under BLK094, water tables under BLK099 recovered to the bottom of the
grass rooting zone in 1996 and have remained there ever since.**

A Management Solution

Limiting TS wellfield pumping to 8,000 af/yr could allow water table recovery to the
grass rooting zone under BLK094 in as few as 4 years.™ This restriction on TS
pumping could be accomplished by putting a ceiling of 8,000 af/yr on combined
pumping from exempt wells 351 and 356. This would guarantee the Blackrock
Hatchery all the water it formerly received from Blackrock Spring.

Pumping in TS wellfield could be reduced even without a formal ceiling on the
exemptions. No volume of pumping is specified as a minimum (or maximum)
necessary to comprise the compensatory mitigation,® and, in practice, pumping from
the exempt wells has varied greatly over time.” DWP has never offered a public
explanation of how it determines the amount of pumping from wells 351 and 356 in
any given year and Inyo has never asked for one.

The Policy Problem

The EIR to the LTWA repeatedly emphasizes the primacy of management to “avoid”
impacts rather than allowing them to become significant and mitigating after the
fact.'® Groeneveld warned that even when the “one to several-year” drawdown
model is applied there would be a real danger of shrub invasions and noted the
“burden for the monitoring is to detect such trends for vegetation change in advance
when they have the potential for violating the agreement [LTWA] and then to adjust
management practices to curtail the changes.”(Italics added)™

On the other hand, DWP under Mayor Hahn recognized no obligation to avoid
impacts at all. In responses to Inyo County’s dispute resolution cases in 2000 and
2001 DWP asserted that the LTWA simply provides a method of determining after
the fact whether pumping impacts have occurred.?

Which of these readings of the LTWA does the Standing Committee endorse? This is
a serious policy problem.



In the case of BLK094, monitoring has detected strong negative trends and the
Technical Group has not adjusted management. Can the Standing Committee agree
that the Technical Group is obligated under the LTWA to modify management to
attempt to avoid an impending impact? Or does the Standing Committee interpret the
LTWA as DWP did, and believe that no action is required except mitigation after the
fact? Or is Standing Committee agreement not possible on this issue? Past
performance of the Technical Group suggests it is unlikely to make any change in
management for BLK094 without clear direction from the Standing Committee.

Conclusion

At the scale at which management is conducted under the LTWA, existing data are
more than adequate to show that:

1) Current groundwater management under BLK094 amounts to a permanent
drawdown, and as such is inconsistent with the LTWA’s model for impact avoidance;
2) Serious negative trends in ecosystem condition are occurring at BLK094;

3) The negative trends are precisely those expected to occur as a result of a permanent
drawdown;

4) The single biggest obstacle to compliance with the LTWA’s model for impact
avoidance at BLK094 is pumping from exempt wells 351 and 356;

5) Reducing pumping from the TS wellfield to 8,000 af/yr by reducing pumping
from wells 351 and 356 could allow rapid water table recovery while still providing
ample water for Blackrock Fish Hatchery.
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