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January 31, 2018

To:

Responsible Agencies, Organizations, and Interested Parties

From:

County of Nevada

Contact:

Coleen L. Shade, Senior Planner
Planning Department
Community Development Agency
950 Maidu Avenue, Suite 170
Nevada City, CA 95959

Subject:

Draft Environmental Impact Report for the Van Norden Dam Spillway Modification Project

In discharging its duties under Section 15021 of the State California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA)
Guidelines, the County of Nevada (County), as lead agency, intends to prepare an Environmental Impact
Report (EIR), consistent with CEQA (Public Resources Code [PRC] Section 21000 et seq.) and the State
CEQA Guidelines (California Code of Regulations, Title 14, Chapter 3, Section 1500, et seq.), that
addresses the potential physical environmental effects of the Van Norden Dam Spillway Modification
Project. In accordance with State CEQA Guidelines Section 15082, the County has prepared this Notice
of Preparation to provide responsible agencies and other interested parties with sufficient information
describing the proposal and its potential environmental effects to meaningfully respond.
As specified by the State CEQA Guidelines, the Notice of Preparation will be circulated for a 30-day
review period. The County welcomes public input during this review. If no response or request for
additional time is received from any responsible agency by the end of the review period, the lead agency
may presume that the responsible agency has no response.
Written and/or email comments in response to this Notice of Preparation (NOP) should be provided to the
County at the earliest possible date but must be received by 5:00 p.m. on March 1, 2018. Please send all
written and email comments to:
Coleen L. Shade, Senior Planner
Planning Department
Community Development Agency
950 Maidu Avenue, Suite 170
Nevada City, CA 95959
Telephone: (530) 470-2526 Fax: (530) 265-9851
Email: coleen.shade@co.nevada.ca.us
Agencies that will need to consider the EIR when deciding whether to issue permits or other approvals for
the proposed project should provide the name of a contact person. Comments provided by email should
include “Van Norden Dam Spillway Modification Project NOP Scoping Comment” in the subject line, and
the name and mailing address of the commenter in the body of the email.
Public Scoping Meeting:

A public scoping meeting for the EIR will be held on February 21, 2018 at
5:00 – 7:30 p.m. at the Sugar Bowl Ski Resort, 629 Sugar Bowl Rd,
Norden CA 95724.
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Project Location and Surrounding Land Uses
The Van Norden Dam is in the west end of the Summit Valley area of Soda Springs, in Nevada County,
California. The historic Lake Van Norden, which was created by and is hydraulically dependent on Van Norden
Dam, spans both Nevada and Placer counties (Exhibits 1 and 2). The dam site is accessed via Soda Springs
Road. Railroad tracks traverse east to west approximately 660 feet north of the dam. Donner Pass Road and
Interstate 80 roughly parallel the railroad tracks, 1,350 and 2,000 feet north of the dam, respectively.
The Summit Valley area of Soda Springs consists of residential communities and recreational facilities.
Communities near the dam site include the Soda Springs area along Donner Pass Road in Nevada County
(approximately 0.20 mile north of the dam) and the Serene Lakes area in Placer County (approximately 0.60 mile
south of the dam). Recreational facilities in the project area include the Boreal, Donner Ski Ranch, Soda Springs,
Royal Gorge, and Sugar Bowl ski resorts. The adjacent Tahoe National Forest has a trail system used by hikers,
mountain bikers, and equestrians.

Project Background and Need
The original Van Norden Dam appears to have been constructed in the 1870s by the South Yuba Canal
Company. The dam was constructed with a timber core of redwood planks that were covered on all sides by earth
with riprap on the inner slope. Flow release features for the dam included the existing 22-inch pipeline and the
115-foor long spillway designed for the 5,800-acre-foot reservoir capacity. Pacific Gas & Electric Company
(PG&E) (formerly California Gas and Electric Company) purchased the reservoir in 1905 and constructed
improvements in 1916. The reservoir was used as part of PG&E hydroelectric facilities.
In 1976, PG&E planned to repair leaks in the dam from rodent holes and enlarge the reservoir capacity by
increasing the height of the dam. However, because of the substandard foundation and the potential for
destabilization in the event of an earthquake, California Department of Water Resources, Division of Safety of
Dams (DSOD) declared the dam unsafe and a potential flood hazard. PG&E subsequently “notched” the dam,
increasing outflow and reducing its capacity to impound water to approximately 175 acre-feet. The reduced
reservoir and alteration of downstream water releases to the South Yuba River eliminated the campground and
fishing opportunities at the reservoir. Recreation use of the reservoir was limited to hiking around the perimeter of
the Van Norden area and kayaking. Most of the area that was inundated by the former 5,800-acre foot reservoir is
now montane wet meadow with smaller areas of upland montane meadow.
Truckee Donner Land Trust (TDLT) acquired the site in 2011 with the intent to transfer the Van Norden lakebed
and adjoining land area (approximately 700 acres) to the U.S. Forest Service (USFS). The TDLT was notified that
the dam is subject to DSOD jurisdiction and has safety issues. The State Water Resources Control Board,
Division of Water Rights also notified TDLT that the dam impounds water to which TDLT does not have legal
rights. TDLT currently does not have the right to divert or store water at Lake Van Norden. The previous right to
store water at the site was held by PG&E. After PG&E notched the dam in 1976, PG&E filed a Supplement
Statement of Water Diversion and Use with the DWR in 1979 that transferred 2,200 acre-feet of pre-1914 storage
right to Lake Fordyce and listed the total amount of water stored at the reservoir as “0.” DWR authorized the
transfer on August 17, 1979. PG&E subsequently abandoned its remaining right to store water at the reservoir in
1982.
January 17, 2014, California Governor Jerry Brown declared a drought state of emergency. In response to severe
drought conditions, TDLT determined that it was required to release the impounded water behind the dam to
downstream water right holders. After consultation with Department of Water Resources and California
Department of Fish and Wildlife (CDFW), TDLT filed a notice of exemption under the California Environmental
Quality Act (CEQA) for emergency work with CDFW. TDLT opened the existing 22-inch outlet pipeline to release
the impounded water. TDLT has determined that the valve that regulates flow through the pipeline is nonoperational and remains open. The reservoir was drained by October 2015, though water still ponds near the dam
because of groundwater discharge. The draining of the reservoir also addressed dam safety concerns that had
been expressed by DSOD.
The land transfer of the Van Norden lakebed between TDLT and USFS was completed in August 2017. The
TDLT retained 6.98 acres that consist of the dam site. USFS intends, as part of a future separate project (upon
funding and development of a restoration plan), to restore this area to its historic montane meadow habitat
condition. This restoration would contribute to achievement of the USFS goal to restore at least 50 percent of
degraded meadows within the state.
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Project Characteristics
The Van Norden Dam is located on property owned and managed by the TDLT. TDLT is proposing modifications
to the dam spillway that would lower the spillway to allow unrestricted flow of water. The existing notch of the
spillway would be lowered by 4.5 feet. The new spillway would be 48 feet wide and 95.4 feet long with concrete
aprons on the upstream and downstream ends of the spillway. The new spillway would include a small incised
channel 0.5-foot-deep and 3 feet wide to allow water passage during low flow conditions in the summer and fall
months. A 5-foot-deep by 1.5-foot-wide concrete wall would be placed below the modified spillway on the
upstream portion of the spillway to prevent water seepage.
The existing scour basin on the downstream side of the dam would be improved with new riprap for erosion
protection. A concrete collar would be poured around the existing 22-inch outlet pipeline on the upstream side to
protect water from seeping through the casing or annular space.
Anticipated construction equipment to be used would include concrete saws, cranes, excavators, concrete supply
trucks, haul trucks, trenchers, backhoes, and grading trucks. Construction equipment would be staged on the site
based on the phase of construction activity. Construction fencing and water quality control features (described
below) would be installed to avoid impacts outside of the construction area. The construction area would be
marked (as appropriate) with orange construction fencing or similar demarcation. The construction ingress and
egress points would have a gravel apron to prevent off-tracking. In addition, the excavated materials would be
stabilized on-site within the old historic spillway until soils are utilized for other mitigation projects.
Construction activities would also include vegetation removal within the construction zone that would be stored in
the construction zone and eventually hauled off-site.
Materials that would be imported or exported from the site would include the following:
•
•
•
•

concrete and shotcrete removed from the dam (export 98 cubic yards),
soil excavated from the site (export 995 cubic yards),
concrete for the concrete aprons (import 223 cubic yards), and
riprap (import 816 tons).

Construction would take approximately 4 weeks during the fall months of 2018. Should dewatering be required, it
would likely occur in the excavation trench associated with the new concrete wall for seepage protection.
Dewatering would take place on the downstream side of the existing dam, near the parking lot and the toe of the
slope. Dewatering fluids (water) would be treated as necessary so there is no additional sediment loading to the
South Yuba River. Water would go through water quality control features such as a grassed swale, sediment bag,
or Baker settling tank to protect water quality and would be discharged back to the river through the existing
channel downstream of the scour basin at a rate that would not cause erosion.

Required Approvals
County of Nevada: Actions that would be required from the County may include but are not limited to the following
for the proposed project.
•
•
•

certification of the EIR,
adoption of a Mitigation Monitoring and Reporting Program, and
approval of a Use Permit.

Other agency approvals would include:
•

Central Valley Regional Water Quality Board (RWQCB): Water Quality Certification under Section 401 of the
Clean Water Act.

•

California Department of Fish and Wildlife (CDFW): Streambed Alteration Agreement (Sections 1602 of the
Fish and Game Code).
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Potential Environmental Effects
Any change to the project area is likely to have environmental impacts. The EIR will consider the potential for
direct, indirect, and cumulative effects for both construction and operational phases on all topics listed below.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Aesthetics
Agricultural and Forestry Resources
Air Quality
Biological Resources
Cultural Resources
Geology and Soils
Greenhouse Gas Emissions
Hazards and Hazardous Materials

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Hydrology and Water Quality
Land Use and Planning
Mineral Resources
Noise
Population and Housing
Public Services
Recreation
Transportation and Traffic
Utilities and Service Systems

Alternatives
In accordance with Section 15126.6 of the State CEQA Guidelines, an EIR must “describe a range of reasonable
alternatives to the project, or to the location of the project, which would feasibly attain most of the basic objectives
of the project but would avoid or substantially lessen any of the significant effects of the project and evaluate the
comparative merits of the alternatives.” As required by CEQA, the EIR will evaluate a No Project Alternative.
Aside from the No Project Alternative, the County has not yet determined what additional alternatives to the
project will be evaluated in the EIR. These will be identified during the environmental review process. Once
selected, the alternatives will be analyzed at a qualitative level of detail in the Draft EIR for comparison against
the impacts identified for the project, consistent with the requirements of CEQA.

Public Scoping Meeting
The County will conduct one scoping meeting during the 30-day public review period. The scoping meeting will be
held as follows:
February 21, 2018
5:00 – 7:30 PM
Mt. Judah Lodge, Sugar Bowl Ski Resort
629 Sugar Bowl Road, Coldstream Room
Norden CA 95724
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Exhibit 1
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Exhibit 2
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