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Congress to create
joint panel to assess
capital water 1ssues
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By Herbert A. Sample

Bee Washington Bureau

WASHINGTON - After weeks
of fruitless back-room negotia-
tions by their aides, House and
Senate leaders have opted to cre-
ate a joint conference committee
to hammer out a compromise wa-
ter resources development bill.
Topic A will be resolving the dis-
pute over flood control and water
supply in Sacramento.

The conference committee will
contain 10 House members — in-
cluding Rep. John Doolittle, R-
Rocklin, who has pushed for a wa-
ter resources measure that either
approves projects to increase wa-
ter supplies in his area or that
preserves his ability to seek those
projects in the future.

The committee, which could be-
gin meeting as early as next week,
also likely will have at least seven
senators, including Sen. Barbara
Boxer, D-Calif., who was appoint-
ed Thursday. Boxer opposes the
water supply projects, an aide
said.

“I'm pleased the process is mov-
ing forward,” Rep. Robert Matsui,
D-Sacramento, said in a state-
ment. “Naming conferees formal-
izes the process and should cer-
tainly help move things along. Ob-
viously, the goal is to get the high-
est. level of flood protection for
Sacramento.”

Matsui does not sit on the rele-
vant House committee and there-
fore cannot be on the conference
committee.

“We're optimistic that the lead-
ership of both chambers are say-
ing this must go forward,” said
Pete Evich, Doolittle’s legislative
director. “So we're optimistic that
a resolution will be reached.”

Efforts to improve Sacramento’s
level of flood protection have been
stalled since late April when the
House passed a $4.3 billion water
resources bill. One provision
would authorize the construction
of more outlets in Folsom Dam
and feasibility studies on raising
both the dam and American River

levees at a cost of $185 million.

The Senate had previously
adopted a $2.3 billion version that
tackles the Sacramento issue dif-
ferently by authorizing actual con-
struction of taller levees and the
additional outlets in Folsom Dam,
and improvements to Sacramento
River flood control facilities — at a
cost of $505.4 million.

Aides from the relevant Senate
and House committees met peri-
odically over the last three
months but could not draft a com-
promise that provided both addi-
tional flood protection for Sacra-
mento and satisfied Doolittle.

He wants either improved wa-
ter supplies for Placer and El Do-
rado counties or nothing more
than studies of raising Folsom
Dam. If only studies are permitted
this year, Doolittle retains lever-
age to push for water projects next
year when Congress debates ap-
proving actual construction of a
higher dam.

Doolittle also vehemently op-
poses major increases to the
height of American River levees.

On the other hand, Matsui has
pressed for a combination of proj-
ects that would raise his district’s
flood protection to at least the
160-year level - giving it a one-in-
160 chance of flooding in any one
year. The city now has a 95-year
level of protection.

The issue was discussed
Wednesday, at a meeting of Sen-
ate GOP leader Trent Lott of Mis-
sissippi, House Speaker Dennis
Hastert, R-Il., and the chairmen
and ranking Democrats of the rel-
evant committees in both houses.
The result was the decision to cre-
ate a conference committee.

It is unusual for such a panel to
be convened because water re-
sources measures tend to be non-
controversial. But the difficult
Sacramento flood control and wa-
ter supply issues have flummoxed
the process this year and last -
prompting the move to elevate the
negotiations to the level of mem-
bers.
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Flood
control
package
praised

3y John D. Cox
3ee Staff Writers

Sacramento officials THursday
1ailed congressional approval of
3258 million in new flood protec-
-jon as the biggest boost to the
-apital’s safety since construction.
»f Folsom Dam in the 1950s.

Heather Fargo, chairwoman of
the regional Sacramento Area
Flood Control Agency, called it “a
very significant step for flood con-
trol in Sacramento,” although ev-
eryone agreed that still more is
needed.

While SAFCA failed to achieve
all it wanted, Fargo noted that the
city level of flood protection would
rise sharply — from its current lev-
el of 95-year protection to about
140 years, meaning that any given
year it will have a one-in-140
chance of flooding.

“We like those odds a whole lot
better,” Muriel P. Johnson, chair-
woman of the Board of Supervi-
sors as well as a SAFCA board
member, told a news conference at
the confluence of the American
and Sacramento rivers.

In Washington, the Senate ap-
;proved by unanimous consent the
$7 billion water resources mea-
'sure. The House then approved
the measure late Thursday by a
voice vote. :

The bill does not authorize
-funds for two additional flood con-
trol strategies that were fought
for by Rep. Bob Matsui, D-Sacra-
mento, but opposed by Rep. John
R. Doolittle, R-Rocklin.

il Matsui had sought funding to
istudy the feasibility of raising the
height of Folsom Dam by 6% feet,
and the Senate had sought fund-

ing for raising the height of miles-

of downstream levees all the way
into the Sacramento-San Joaquin
Delta.

Either of those improvements
would have boosted the city’s flood
protection to about the 170-year
level.

Doolittle had sought, but failed,
to get approval for additional wa-
ter supply to his Sierra foothill
district.

With House leadership support,

Please see FLOOD, page B4
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$258 million in
projects OK’'d

Flood: Modificationsshould allow
Folsom to handle bigger storms

Continued from page Bl

Doolittle had successfully blocked
final congressional action for two
years, and a compromise that in-
cluded new water supplies for
Placer County came close to win-
ning approval Wednesday until
opposition from San Joaquin Val-
ley representatives scuttled the
deal.

Still, the final package includes
$150 million to enlarge eight ex-
isting outlets to Folsom Dam and
add five new outlets. These im-
provements will allow the dam to
release more water sooner into
the American River.

Officials estimate that these
modifications will allow Folsom
Dam and reservoir” to handle a
storm 30 percent larger than can
be handled at present.

Another $25 million in the ap-
proved legislation will be used to
raise the height of levees along
the American River where they
are especially low - an area called
the Mayhew Drain on the south

side of the river and another near
Howe Avenue on the north bank.

The package also includes $66
million to upgrade levees along
south Sacramento streams, $10
million to upgrade levees of the
Natomas Cross Canal and $7 mil-
lion of improvements along Mag-
pie and Don Julio creeks to pre-
vent flooding of McClellan Air
Force Base.

Work on all five projects will be-
gin in the spring of 2001, officials
said. The four levee projects will
be completed in 2003, and the Fol-
som Dam outlets will be complet-
ed in 2006.

“These five projects are the
foundation for long-term flood
protection for Sacramento,” said
Johnson. “There will be more. We
will not give up.”

Mayor Joe Serna Jr. noted that
the city’s goal remains flood pro-
tection at least at the 200-year
level, the national standard.

“We have our work cut out for
us in the future,” he said.
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By Heather Fargo
Special to the Bee

veryone living in the floodplain and

surrounding neighborhoods should be

happy that after years of asking for a
higher level of flood protection, Congress
heard our request and granted Sacramento
relief. Thanks to the leadership and ability of
our own representatives, especially Rep.
Robert Matsui and Sen. Barbara Boxer, the
1999 Water Resources Development Act
included significant support for Sacramento.
It authorizes more
than $250 million in
new flood control for
our community,
including $150 mil-
lion in improvements
to Folsom Dam, $35
million to make fur-
ther improvements to
the levee system and
$65 million for flood
control improvements
in south Sacramento.

Overmyer + Newsart The dam improve-
ments will require

seven years to construct; the remaining pro-
jects will be complete in four years. While this
is less flood protection than Sacramento
needs and less than we were seeking from
Congress, it is an important incremental step
that achieves 140-year protection.

The total package of flood control improve-
ments is the largest authorized by Congress
for Sacramento since Folsom Dam was built
more than 50 years ago. Congress, recogniz-
ing the need for even higher levels of flood
protection than provided by these projects,
also approved two feasibility studies, one for a
miniraise (6 feet to 10 feet of added height) to
Folsom Dam and another for making more
significant improvements to levees along the
American and Sacramento rivers.

For those who seek to improve flood protec-
tion, it is cause for celebration. But after read-
ing former Sacramento Area Flood Control
Agency (SAFCA) board chairman Dave Cox’s
Op-Ed piece in The Bee Sept. 10 (“In opposing
Doolittle, SAFCA sold area’s flood control
short”), I felt Bee readers could be confused
by his account of the politics surrounding this
recent congressional authorization.

Here is a detailed accounting of what tran-
spired. First, there is an implication that
SAFCA failed to work with Rep. John
Doolittle and, as a consequence, wound up
with a lower level of flood protection than we

OTHER COMMENTARY

The politics of flood control

SAFCA has struggled to find common ground with Rep. Doolittle

might have otherwise. Every effort was made
to reach out to him, to ask for his help and
the help of all of our elected representatives.
However, the price for his cooperation proved
too high. He has continued to push for a pro-
ject at Auburn, which has been soundly
rejected twice by Congress and which likely
cannot be passed in this or any other
Congress. Late in the discussions, he put for-
ward a package of water supply projects that
were not fully coordinated with affected inter-
ests and that were strongly opposed by others
in the state.

Cox advanced the notion that, because
Doolittle was displeased with what he saw as
our lack of support, Congress “stuck SAFCA
with a bill for nearly $100 million” in costs
associated with reoperation of Folsom Dam. If
true, this would strike us as mean-spirited
indeed. However, the notion is simply wrong.
Under the existing agreement between SAF-
CA and the Bureau of Reclamation, SAFCA is
responsible for replacing water at Folsom if -
and only if - there is a real water shortage
due to flood control operations. The best avail-
able estimate of SAFCA’s costs for water and
power replacement per that agreement is $15
million over the next 35 years, according to
the consultants who developed the plan for
improved operations at Folsom.

While Congress, at Doolittle’s urging, did
add a provision requiring replacement water
to mitigate for lost recreational uses when
Folsom is lowered for flood control, the lan-
guage makes clear that the Department of
the Interior is responsible for recreational
water, not SAFCA.

y way of background, SAFCA is a joint

powers agency formed in the aftermath of
the record 1986 storm to provide a single
regional policy voice in identifying and imple-
menting a plan to provide Sacramento with a
minimum of 200-year flood protection. SAF-
CA is governed by a 13-member board com-
prising all five Sacramento county supervi-
sors; three City Council members appointed
by the mayor; and two representatives each
appointed by the American River Flood
Control District, Reclamation District 1000
and the Sutter County supervisor represent-
ing the Natomas portion of Sutter County.

In 1992 and again in 1996, SAFCA and the
entire Sacramento congressional delegation
supported a dam at Auburn. Both times
Congress declined to approve a dam and sent
Sacramento back to study other options. After
two attempts, it was obvious that another
plan more palatable to Congress (a no-dam

alternative) had to be offered, and that’s
exactly what happened in 1997.

Sacramento was in no position to wait any
longer for flood protection. The alternative
plan, developed by the Army Corps of
Engineers with input from the state of
California and SAFCA, called for a combina-
tion of outlet modifications at Folsom Dam to
allow quicker evacuation of stored water
when flooding threatens and a stronger sys-
tem of levees and floodways along the
American and Sacramento rivers to allow
higher flows from the dam. Doolittle suggest-
ed an alternative approach of adding storage
at Folsom Dam, which may, in combination
with the outlet modifications, provide a com-
parable level of protection. SAFCA and the
city enthusiastically supported consideration
of the alternative put forward by Doolittle.

A atsui and Boxer pushed hard for both
these options and kept the issue alive
until closing deliberations on the bill. _
Congress authorized the outlet improvements
and some of the levee improvements and
asked for further study on the other options.

Cox’s assertion that SAFCA missed the
opportunity to have the federal government
pay the entire cost of the modifications to
Folsom Dam is also mistaken. Under current
cost-sharing for flood control, the federal gov-
ernment pays a maximum of 65 percent.
Doolittle never offered a plan in Congress to
authorize 100 percent funding by the federal
government. Even if he had, it is highly
unlikely that Congress and the Clinton
administration would have approved such a
radical departure from the mandated cost-
sharing formula.

The SAFCA board of directors, its staff and
consultants devoted hundreds of hours in
efforts to find common ground with Doolittle,
but we have always sought higher levels of
flood protection for Sacramento than he
would support. It is unfortunate that this is
viewed as an unwillingness to work together.
To the contrary, SAFCA looks forward to the
opportunity to work with Matsui, Boxer,
Doolittle and the entire regional delegation.

Rest assured, SAFCA will continue to work
on behalf of all Sacramentans in delivering
the highest level of flood protection at the
lowest possible cost.

Heather Fargo is chairwoman of SAFCA
and represents District 1 on the City Council.
She can be reached by phone at 264-7001 or
by e-mail at hfargo@sacto.org.
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Doolittle in
key role for
flood bills

By Stephen Green
Bee Capitol Bureau

U.S. Rep. John Doolittle has
gained a new committee assign-
ment in the Congress that he said
will enhance his efforts to improve
flood control in the Sacramento
area.

When the House reconvenes in
January, the Rocklin Republican
will serve on the Committee on
Transportation and Infrastruc-
ture; which has jurisdiction over
flood-control projects. In recent
years, local flood-control bills have
stalled in that committee.

“The one and only reason I
sought to be placed on this com-
mittee is to influence more effec-
tively the debate on flood control
for Sacramento,” Doolittle said.

The congressman already chairs
the Resources Subcommittee on
Water and Power, which oversees
Bureau of Reclamation projects.
That job fits well with the new as-
signment, he said.

Doolittle is a proponent of build-

Rep. John
Doolittle

His commit-
tee assign-
ment gives
him jurisdic-
tion over
flood-control
projects.

ing an Auburn dam on the Ameri-
can River, a position that puts
him at odds with other political
leaders who favor less expensive
alternatives, such as improving
levees and enlarging the outlets of
Folsom Dam.

To gain the new post, Doolittle
had to give up his seat on the Ag-
riculture Committee. That posi-
tion went to Rep.-elect Doug Ose,
R-Sacramento, who was unable to
get his first-choice assignments.

Ose had sought positions on the
Appropriations or Commerce com-
mittees, but those plum assign-
ments rarely are given to fresh-
men. Ose also got seats on the
Banking and Financial Services
Committee, and the Government
Reform and Oversight Committee.

Ose will replace Rep. Vic Fazio,
D-West Sacramento, who is retir-
ing at the end of this term.
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