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Local groups see benefits, flaws in CalFed plan
By John Scheibe, staff writer

Local opposition has been stiff to a massive $10 billion project aimed at
saving California's major watershed while sending millions more gallons a
year of Sacramento River water to a thirsty Southern California ever since
the proposal was unveiled more than two years ago. '

A number of area agencies, including the Solano County Farm Bureau, fear
the plan is little more than an effort by Southern California to take yet

more Northern California water, while leaving places such as Solano County
saddled with the costs of environmental restoration.

Still, the announcement Friday of a pact on the so-called Cal-Fed project
drew cautious support from at least one Solano County water official.

"Our response is pretty much the same as it has always been," said David
Okita, general manager of the Solano County Water Agency.

"We support the Cal-Fed process.”

Okita said he is optimistic Solano water users will benefit from Cal-Fed.

For openers, there is a good chance the project would fund a new pumping
station for SCWA closer to the Sacramento River. The quality of water at
SCWA's current Barker Slough pumping plant is the worst for any water
contractor in the state of California.

The endangered delta smelt fish, which congregate near the pumping plant,
have limited the number of days in which SCWA can draw Barker Slough water,
providing even more headaches for the agency.

Okita said building a second pumping plant closer to the Sacramento River,
something he said might cost somewhere around $20 million, would result in
cleaner water being piped to cities such as Vacaville and Fairfield. And

there likely would not be any pumping restrictions because of the delta
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smelt.

Cal-Fed already has helped Okita's agency through a $580,000 grant, money
that is being used to monitor water quality.

And it could provide even more benefits, Perhaps the biggest being
providing more water to Solano cities.

This would be done through the creation of additional water storage areas
in the delta.# = e ' :

Local water managers encouraged by governor's plan
Chico Enterprise-Record - 6/11/00
By Heather Hacking, staff writer

Local water managers and Butte County Farm Bureau leaders offered mixed
reviews to Gov. Gray Davis' plans for water management in the state,
unveiled Friday.

The plan will no doubt be scrutinized and likely amended by the state
Legislature, but at least there is something concrete to work with as far
as planning, local water leaders said.

They agreed it looks good that the governor proposes more water storage,
such as raising Shasta Dam and building a reservoir near Maxwell. But
questions remain as to who will pay for certain items in the plan and
whether Northern California will have enough water for agriculture.

David Guy runs the Northern California Water Association, which serves
water users in the Sacramento Valley, for a total of 800,000 acres of
irrigated

land.

He said he is encouraged to see plans to develop the Sites Reservoir near
Maxwell, which has "been on the drawing board for some time. This will give

that project some impetus."

"I think (the governor's water plan) is very, very balanced," and isn't
weighted toward water users in Southern California.

It also includes the governor's endorsement for Assembly Bill 303, which
would provide funding for local monitoring of groundwater.
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But there are some things that raise concerns for agricultural water user.
One is language that talks about a new user fee placed on water.

But the plan isn't clear who would pay the fee, growers or residential
users, Guy said.

Les Heringer, Butte County Farm Bureau water committee member and manager of
the M&T Ranch, agreed.

"Growers are under a lot of economic stress right now throughout
California," Heringer said. "To pay more for anything is going to create
hardship."

Matt Colwell, general manager of Western Canal Water District, said voters
just approved $5 billion in bonds for parks and water, "not to mention the
federal government kicking in billions" for similar projects, so why add a
user fee?

Colwell said he's also concerned about the plan's call for basin-wide
planning of water. The Butte Water Basin includes Butte and Glenn counties,
as well as parts of Tehama and Sutter counties.

"I get a red flag when I hear that," Colwell said, because local
governments could lose their influence, Colwell said.

Farm Bureau water committee member David Skinner, and also a local grower,
said he thinks the plan should focus more on providing new sources of water.

Water "isn't just bubbling out of the ground ... perhaps desalinization or
more dams and reservoirs" are options.

"I'm glad something is happening, finally," Skinner said. "I'm glad to see
Shasta Dam is being raised."

Skinner said growers in the Chico area already use water as efficiently as
possible, so cutting back on agricultural water use is not feasible.

Although the plan is on paper, it will be years before big results are
seen, and that likely will be too late for more drought years.

"We haven't had a dry year since 1994," Heringer said. "But we certainly
haven't forgotten those times. The next (drought years) will be worse.
There are more people, more demands for the environment, more industry"
today than in the past.
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As the plan progresses growers will still face the push-and-pull of the
different interests now participating in the Cal-Fed planning process.

And there's good news in what's not in the governor's plan, said Jeff
Meith, an attorney who represents many water agencies in Northern

California.

"There had been discussion of a so-called cross-Delta Channel, something
along the lines of the peripheral canal," Meith said. "That is clearly not
in" the plan.

The ag industry in Northern California is still hoping for more reassurance
that northern counties will get enough water to continue growing.

"The most important thing we had hoped would happen throughout the whole
Cal-Fed process," Heringer said, "is that Northern California growers would
be "kept whole," and could hold on to full nghts to water that orlgmates

here. "We have the most to lose in this process."

Meith shares the sentiment.
"Our view is that areas of origin have to be protected," he said. "We don't
export until the area of origin is adequately taken care of. We agree we

have to recognize the need for export (of water to the south) but we don't
support doing that at our expense."
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