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L3 Squaw Valley Mutual Water Company 

John Johnson, President  

July 17, 2015 

 

L3-1 The comment is an introductory statement and also provides a summary of detailed 

comments provided later in the letter. See responses to the detailed comments below. 

L3-2 The comment provides a summary of detailed comments provided later in the letter. See 

responses to the detailed comments below. 

L3-3 The comment identifies general themes that are addressed in more detail in later comments. 

The comment correctly identifies that the results of the WSA support the impact analysis in 

multiple locations within the DEIR. Specific comments addressing the assertion that the WSA 

is flawed are provided later in the comment letter and responses these specific items are 

provided below. The commenter’s citations to the water code, public resources code, and 

CEQA case law are noted.  

L3-4 The comment references two technical memoranda provided by hydrologic consultant, Tom 

Meyers, PhD, as appended to the comment letter submitted by Sierra Watch on the DEIR. 

One of these memoranda pertains to the WSA and the other pertains to the DEIR. Both 

memoranda are included in this FEIR as comment letter O8a, and detailed responses are 

provided as O8a-1 through O8a-104. Many of the comments in letter L3 Squaw Valley Mutual 

Water Company (SVMWC) mirror those provided in letter O8a. Where this occurs, cross-

references to the most relevant detailed responses provided to letter O8a are provided. The 

commenter often provides their own cross references to where they identify their comment 

relates to the Meyers memoranda (e.g., “Meyers DEIR 2, 9-10”). Therefore, the commenter 

may also be cross referenced to responses provided for the identified comments in the 

Meyers letter. Note that many of the letter O8a responses direct the reader to the Master 

Response regarding water supply and Section 2.2, “Updated Water Supply Assessment and 

Groundwater Data,” of this FEIR. The reader may go directly to these materials for responses 

to many of the comments provided in letter L3. 

L3-5 See responses to comments O8a-2 and O8a-27 through 08a-28. 

L3-6 See responses to comments O8a-4 and O8a-44. 

L3-7 See responses to comments O8a-7 and O8a-63.  

L3-8 See responses to comments O8a-1, O8a-3, and O8a-43 through 08a-46. 

L3-9 See responses to comments O8a-1, O8a-47 through 08a-55, and O8a-28. 

L3-10 See responses to comments O8a-1, O8a-4, and 08a-27 through O8a-63. 

L3-11 See responses to comments 08a-44 through O8a-45. 

L3-12 See the Master Response regarding occupancy assumptions, which address the questions 

regarding the conservative nature of the assumptions used in the EIR. Also see the Master 

Response regarding water supply and Section 2.2 of this FEIR regarding groundwater 

modelling utilizing modified occupancy rates. 
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L3-13 The comment provides general statements regarding the requirements for a project 

description, including the need to evaluate the whole of a project. No specific comments on 

the contents of the DEIR are provided, so no further response is provided here. 

L3-14 The comment criticizes the DEIR’s statement that water would be provided by the SVPSD or a 

mutual water company that would be formed at some point in the future should the applicant 

and SVPSD be unable to reach agreement. The criticism suggests that the decision on the 

nature of the purveyor is material to the impacts of the project on water supply. The 

proposed project, however, would be served from the same groundwater supply, through the 

same or similar well system, regardless of whether the entity providing the water is SVPSD or 

an as-yet not established mutual water company. The same mitigation measures would also 

apply whether the SVPSD is the purveyor or a mutual water company is the purveyor; see 

Mitigation Measure 13-4 of the DEIR. Contrary to the implications of the comment, no “other 

water sources or other aquifers” would be utilized beyond those evaluated in the DEIR.  

L3-15 The comment states that key aspects of project-related water infrastructure—notably the 

location of new wells and their potential consequences for SVMWC’s assets—remain 

fundamentally undefined and unstudied. See responses to comments O8a-5 and O8a-19 for 

further details regarding the proposed well locations. 

 The comment further states that a host of other project features remain similarly undefined, 

ranging from the location of new water lines, which are not specifically identified, and the 

role of existing pipelines, which are to be relocated or abandoned as needed. The public 

services and utilities required by the project are described on pages 3-22 through 3-28 of the 

DEIR project description, with additional detail provided in Chapter 14, “Public Services and 

Utilities.” Water supply infrastructure in particular is described on page 3-22 of the DEIR. This 

description provides enough detail to conduct a programmatic analysis of the potential 

impacts of installing new water supply infrastructure and relocating/abandoning old 

infrastructure as needed. In addition, Chapter 14 references multiple utility master plans 

prepared by the applicant’s engineer, including a water master plan that identifies locations 

of existing and proposed new pipelines. These utility master plans are available at the 

County’s offices as part of the project’s administrative record. In addition, the water supply 

assessment (WSA) was updated in 2015, as discussed in the Master Response regarding 

water supply. Figure 6-1 in the WSA (which is provided as Appendix A to this FEIR) shows the 

existing and modeled wells. A corresponding technical memo has been prepared and is 

provided as Appendix B to this FEIR.  

 Finally, the comment states that Squaw Creek restoration efforts likewise rely on a 

conceptual design. The proposed creek restoration is described on page 3-33 and shown in 

Exhibits 3-18 through 3-20 of the DEIR, which provides enough detail to conduct a 

programmatic analysis of the potential impacts of restoration. See response to comment O9-

8 for further details.  

L3-16 The comment references comments provided in the Myers memoranda. See responses to 

comments O8a-5 and O8a-19 for further details regarding the proposed well locations. 

L3-17 The comment criticizes the project objectives as too narrow, alleges that the objectives favor 

the project proponent’s plan, and that they unduly narrow the scope of alternatives. CEQA 

Guidelines Section 15124(b) states that an EIR shall include “A statement of objectives 

sought by the proposed project. A clearly written statement of objectives will help the lead 

agency develop a reasonable range of alternatives to evaluate in the EIR…The statement of 

objectives should include the underlying purpose of the project.” It is, therefore, not improper 

for the project objectives to reflect the underlying purpose of a project. The County disagrees 

with the statement that the analysis of alternatives is narrow and cursory. The commenter is 

also referred to the Master Response regarding the Reduced Density Alternative. 
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L3-18 As stated by the commenter, the EIR is a program EIR. As a program EIR, it is the first tier of 
analysis of the overall project. The statement that further environmental review may not be 
necessary is true with regard to subsequent approvals; however, the term “may” has meaning. 
If subsequent phases of the project would result in new significant adverse impacts not 
previously identified within the scope of the program EIR, or a substantial increase in severity 
of previously identified significant and unavoidable impacts, additional environmental review 
would be required. (See Public Resources Code Sections 21093, 21166; CEQA Guidelines 
Sections 15162, 15168, 15152, 15385.) When considering subsequent discretionary 
approvals needed for implementation of the project, the County will first commission the 
preparation of a written checklist or similar device as required by Section 15168(c)(4) of the 
CEQA Guidelines to determine whether the activity was covered within the program EIR.  

L3-19 The heading of the comment states that “The Baseline and Environmental Setting Insulate 
the Project from Required Drought-Resistant Water Analysis.” There is no further description 
of this issue in the comment. Refer to response to comment L3-20 and the Master Response 
regarding water supply for a discussion of the methods of analysis used in the water supply 
assessment and baseline conditions. 

The comment cites the CEQA Guidelines and various cases with respect to how lead agencies 
may establish the baseline in an EIR from which the project’s impacts should be identified. 
As stated, under CEQA, the baseline is normally the existing environmental conditions at the 
time the NOP is released, in this case February 2014 (CEQA Guidelines 15125(c)). However, 
the word “normally,” and case law, allows a lead agency to exercise its discretion when 
determining the baseline for a particular project. The lead agency may, depending on the 
circumstances of a project, deviate from use of the environmental conditions existing solely 
at the time of the NOP. (See Cherry Valley Pass Acres and Neighbors v. City of Beaumont 
(2010) 190 Cal.App.4th 316, 336-337; Fairview Neighbors v. County of Ventura (1999) 70 
Cal.App.4th 238, 242.) The lead agency, in this case Placer County, is required to carefully 
consider the appropriate baseline, and did so in in the DEIR. This is described in Section 1.3 
of the DEIR and each of the Chapters 4 through 16 of the DEIR. For instance, the aesthetics 
section considered both winter (time of NOP) and summer conditions, because it would have 
been inappropriate to consider only one season at the exclusion of the other, when visual 
conditions differ so much between the two. In the case of groundwater conditions, a single 
point in time is not the best representation of the normal condition, because the 
groundwater system is so dynamic. Therefore, rather than relying on a single day or month in 
a single year, the WSA and DEIR provide a baseline that covers multiple years and, therefore, 
conditions. In this case, a period of record far more accurately reflects expected water 
conditions than simply the “snapshot in time” approach which would otherwise be reflected 
from use of only the NOP issue date. Also, see response to comment O8a-44 for more 
detailed discussion about the baseline for the WSA. 

L3-20 The comment suggests the DEIR is deficient because it: (1) did not include drought 
conditions as of 2014 and is therefore misleading, and (2) did not include climate change 
effects to water supply. The comment cites to page 6-6 of the DEIR for a statement regarding 
drought severity; for the record page 6-6 is a biological resources map (Exhibit 6-1). The 
comment may refer to the following text on page 14-35 of the DEIR, but it is not possible to 
know: 

While the model period included a single dry year (2007) and multiple year dry 
period (1999-2001), ongoing drought conditions in the Tahoe region and 
throughout California may produce a more severe multiple year drought than 
any within the available historical dataset or model study period (Farr West 
Engineering et al. 2014). A change in snowmelt in the Squaw Creek watershed 
due to climate change would result in a relatively small decrease in 
groundwater recharge in the Basin, as in current conditions only a small portion 
of the snowmelt is captured as groundwater recharge while most of the 
snowmelt runs off as overland flow. It would be speculative to consider this and 
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other scenarios beyond the 25-year horizon (which is beyond the 20-year 
projection requirements of WSAs). In addition, demand for water may be 
reduced as fewer people visit the resorts due to reduced amenity quality and 
availability (i.e., less snow to attract skiers).  

Regardless of the comment reference, the DEIR analysis of water supply is based on 12 
years of water supply data and 19 years of precipitation data that was available at the time 
the SVPSD prepared the WSA that was subsequently used as a primary source of water 
supply analysis for the DEIR.  

Placer County and the SVPSD both recognize the unusual severity of the recent drought. As 
reported by the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), National Centers 
for Environmental Information, the Sierra Nevada snowpack in the 2014-2015 winter 
featured a record low level that is unprecedented in the past 500 years based on 
paleoclimate tree ring-based surveys, and has “strong likelihood of occurring only once every 
500 years and only once every 1,000 years below 7,000 feet” (NOAA 2015). An event this 
severe, because it has occurred following three preceding years of drought, raises both a 
concern and an opportunity to further study performance of the groundwater basin with 
respect to future (project and cumulative development over the next 25 years) conditions. 
This type of event is truly “worst-case.”  

The SVPSD, therefore, updated the WSA in 2015 to reflect 2014 data and preceding drought 
years (see Section 2.2, “Updated Water Supply Assessment and Groundwater Data,” of this 
FEIR). As described in the Master Response regarding water supply, even when multi-year 
drought conditions, including 2014-2015 are considered, the groundwater basin is expected, 
based on SVPSD modeling, to be able to support existing and future (with project and 
cumulative development) users of the basin. 

With regard to climate change and its effect on water supply, the DEIR addresses this issue 
on page 14-35: 

While the model period included a single dry year (2007) and multiple year dry 
period (1999-2001), ongoing drought conditions in the Tahoe region and 
throughout California may produce a more severe multiple year drought than 
any within the available historical dataset or model study period (Farr West 
Engineering et al. 2014). A change in snowmelt in the Squaw Creek watershed 
due to climate change would result in a relatively small decrease in 
groundwater recharge in the Basin, as in current conditions only a small portion 
of the snowmelt is captured as groundwater recharge while most of the 
snowmelt runs off as overland flow. It would be speculative to consider this and 
other scenarios beyond the 25-year horizon (which is beyond the 20-year 
projection requirements of WSAs). In addition, demand for water may be 
reduced as fewer people visit the resorts due to reduced amenity quality and 
availability (i.e., less snow to attract skiers).  

See response to comment O8a-4b for more discussion about the role of climate change in 
the water supply analysis and the Master Response regarding water supply for more 
discussion of the inclusion of data from 2012-2014. 

Regarding the comment that the analysis may underestimate “extreme lows,” see response 
to comment L4-28. 

L3-21 The comment states that an “omission is even more glaring in light of the DEIR’s recognition 
that the project, combined with other currently anticipated development, would require a 43 
percent increase in average annual volume by 2040.” It is assumed that the “omission” 
refers to the use of 2014 precipitation data in the groundwater modelling. This issue is 
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addressed above in response to comment L3-20 and in the Master Response regarding 
water supply. 

 The comment further states that “the DEIR avoids meaningful analysis of how the Specific 
Plan will operate in connection to the Truckee River Operating Agreement and Truckee-
Carson-Pyramid Lake Settlement Act.” This topic is discussed in the DEIR on pages 13-31 
and 13-32 as it relates to groundwater use, and pages 14-12 and 14-13 as it relates to the 
water supply analysis. As stated on page 13-32 of the DEIR, 

Neither the Settlement Agreement nor the TROA, when effective, will limit the 
project applicant’s nor the SVPSD’s right to construct wells in Olympic Valley, 
subject to the conditions for presumptive compliance, or to produce groundwater 
from the Olympic Valley Basin. All wells proposed to be constructed as part of the 
proposed project must comply with all criteria for the Olympic Valley Special 
Zone. The project applicant must obtain a well drilling permit from Placer County 
prior to commencing construction. Together with its well application, the project 
applicant will file a Notice of Intent to Construct a Well, in prospective compliance 
with the TROA. 

Also, see the portion of the water supply Master Response that addresses impacts on the 
Truckee River. 

L3-22 The commenter is incorrect in stating that pages 16-19 and 7-1 of the DEIR have text that 
indicated climate change “will reduce water supply and reduce snowfall over the foreseeable 
project term.” Pages 16-19 and 7-1 of the DEIR contain no text similar to what the 
commenter cites. Page 7-1 is the first page of the Cultural Resources chapter and contains 
no text related to climate change. It is assumed that the reference to page 16-19 actually 
refers to page 16-20, where text applicable to the comment is located. Climate change is a 
complex issue and predicting with certainty certain outcomes, especially for a small 
geographic area such as Olympic Valley, is not possible. What is stated in the DEIR relative to 
potential effects of climate change on water supply and snowfall is the following: 

Scientists have identified several ways in which global climate change could alter 
the physical environment in California (CNRA 2012, DWR 2006, IPCC 2014). 
These include:  

 increased average temperatures; 
 modifications to the timing, amount, and form (rain vs. snow) of precipitation; 
 changes in the timing and amount of runoff; 
 reduced water supply; 
 deterioration of water quality; and 
 elevated sea level.  

Many of these changes may translate into a variety of issues and concerns that 
may affect the project area. 

The comment expresses concern that the DEIR does not adequately recognize the level of 
reduced water supply in the future due to the influence of climate change. The comment 
specifically states that the DEIR and WSA provide no justification for using the period of 
2000 to 2012 as a characteristic hydrologic period and questions whether past hydrologic 
conditions are representative of likely hydrologic conditions in the future. The commenter 
remarks that “the DEIR’s reliance on such a narrow and selective range of past hydrologic 
conditions… is fundamentally inconsistent with more than a decade of analysis and 
recommendations of [the Department of Water Resources] and California’s leading climate 
scientists” and provides a list of related publications and a summary of some of their 
findings. See response to comment L3-20. 



Responses to Comments on the Draft EIR  Ascent Environmental 

 Placer County 

3.2.3-46 Village at Squaw Valley Specific Plan EIR 

One of the findings from the research listed in the comment is that changing precipitation 
patterns in the Sierra will exacerbate flood risks. The potential for increased flood risk to the 
project area due to climate change is discussed under Impact 16-3 starting on page 16-20 of 
the DEIR. Here the analysis explains how the restoration of Squaw Creek, a component of the 
proposed project, would increase the flood conveyance capacity of Squaw Creek during high-
water events.  

The comment refers to the DEIR’s “failure to perform a climate-resilient analysis.” See 
Impact 16-3 starting on page 16-20 of the DEIR for discussion about the impacts of climate 
change on the proposed project. Also see the portion of the water supply Master Response 
addressing climate change effects on water supply. 

The comment suggests that an understanding of the declining Sierra snowpack is important 
to the economic success of a ski resort. While the economic viability of the proposed project 
is not the concern of a CEQA document, one of the primary objects of the proposed project is 
to realize a year-round destination resort, consistent with the vision and objectives of the 
Squaw Valley General Plan Land Use Ordinance and to provide a wide range of destination 
resort services and amenities to guests and residents on site, as stated on page 3-7 of the 
DEIR. In this sense, the project would help Squaw Valley be less dependent on snow pack to 
support its local economy. 

L3-23 See response to comment L3-22. Potential effects of climate change on the project are 
addressed in the discussion of Impact 16-3 beginning on page 16-20 of the DEIR. The 
impact is considered less than significant; therefore, no mitigation related to effects of 
climate change on the project is required. 

L3-24 See response to comment L3-22. 

L3-25 See response to comment L3-22. 

L3-26 See response to comment L3-22. 

L3-27 See response to comment L3-22. 

L3-28 The comment makes the general assertion that there is inadequate water supply and service 
facilities to support the project and begins a list of items from past scoping comments that 
the commenter believes are not adequately addressed in the DEIR. Only general concepts 
are cited in this comment and responses to the list of specific items are provided below.  

L3-29 The comment provides a list of asserted deficiencies in the hydrologic studies. Issues related 
to groundwater supply (groundwater basin capacity, sustainable yield of the groundwater 
basin, margins of safety to avoid groundwater depletion) are addressed in the WSA, 
groundwater studies, and the DEIR. Although the conclusion of the WSA is that there is 
sufficient water based on well saturation levels does not identify the overall groundwater 
basin capacity or a maximum sustainable yield, these pieces of information are not 
necessary for a WSA or an EIR impact analysis. Water supply and effects on groundwater 
conditions are assessed based on the demand projected for the proposed project and 
cumulative demand associated with existing and future projects. The studies indicate that 
there is sufficient supply to meet this demand without significant and unavoidable adverse 
effects, including during periods of multiple dry years. Based on the assessment criteria used 
in these documents, there is a margin of safety related to the withdrawals anticipated, a 
piece of information requested in the comment. Determining the overall groundwater basin 
capacity or sustained yield are actions outside the scope of the EIR and related studies.  

 Issues related to underground storage tanks and subterranean pollution are addressed in 
the DEIR in Chapter 15, “Hazardous Materials and Hazards.” Maintenance of flow rates in 
Squaw Creek are addressed in the DEIR in Chapter 6, Biological Resources, and Chapter 13, 
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“Hydrology and Water Quality.” Location and feasibility of proposed new pumps are 
addressed in the WSA and groundwater studies. 

L3-30 The comment asserts that the DEIR fails to fully account for water usage patterns and 
projections, water storage, and the environmental effects of these items, but provides no 
information or examples related to where deficiencies in the document may exist. Projections 
on water usage are provided in the WSA and environmental effects of water usage are 
evaluated in the DEIR per responses provided above (see the discussion of Impact 14-1 on 
pages 14-31 through 14-36). A new water storage tank is included in the DEIR project 
description and environmental effects of this tank are evaluated in the DEIR. Various 
measures related to water use efficiency are identified in the VSVSP, DEIR, and the WSA. To 
provide a conservative assessment of impacts, many possible water efficiency measures 
were not included in the water demand calculations used in the WSA. Even without all 
possible water efficiency measures in place, the WSA concludes that water supply would be 
adequate. Therefore, additional water efficiency measures beyond those already committed 
to as part of the project are not necessary to reduce impacts to a less than significant level.  

L3-31 The comment asserts that the DEIR fails to fully account for the project’s water sources. The 
DEIR, WSA, and groundwater modeling all identify groundwater from the Squaw Valley 
aquifer as the source of water from the project and the quantity of water expected to be 
drawn from the aquifer.  

L3-32 The WSA (provided as Appendix C in the DEIR) quantifies water uses throughout the Basin as 
requested by the commenter; identifying existing demand by water provider and projected 
future demand from cumulative development within the basin. Water rights are also 
addressed in the WSA in Section 5.7, “Water Rights and Regulatory Approvals.” As indicated 
in this section, there are sufficient water rights to support the proposed project. There is also 
sufficient water within the basin to support cumulative development in Olympic Valley during 
multiple dry years. Therefore, there would not be a need to “protect” water rights as claimed 
by the commenter.  

L3-33 See response to comment L3-14.  

L3-34 The comment states that “The WSA and Draft EIR both reference additional groundwater 
studies, but selectively decline to incorporate their analysis on the theory that it would not be 
appropriate.” It is unclear what text from the WSA and DEIR the commenter is referencing as 
both incorporate a significant amount of information from groundwater studies (e.g., See 
DEIR Chapter 13, “Hydrology and Water Quality”). Groundwater study data is also 
incorporated into this FEIR in the Master Response regarding water supply and in Section 
2.2, “Updated Water Supply Assessment and Groundwater Data.” Without more detailed 
information on what analysis may not have been incorporated into the DEIR and WSA, no 
further response can be provided. 

L3-35 See response to comment L4-28 (the statement about a “slight bias” was incorrect and has 
been deleted from the DEIR text). Regarding groundwater recharge mapping, groundwater 
recharge zones were mapped in the project area (e.g., see DEIR Exhibit 13-7) to evaluate 
potential effects of the project on recharge potential, but were not mapped in the entirety of 
the groundwater basin, which would incorporate large areas well away from any potential 
project effects.  

L3-36 See responses to comments L3-20 and L3-22. Also see the portion of the water supply 
Master Response addressing climate change.  

L3-37 The comment claims that Mitigation Measure 13-4 is deferred mitigation because it does not 
include performance criteria. It also claims the mitigation is inadequate because it is based 
on flaws in the groundwater model and implies the DEIR does not provide adequate 
mitigation because it relies on the involvement of a responsible agency.  
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Regarding the involvement of a responsible agency, the DEIR properly recognizes that the 

SVPSD, a public agency, is responsible for management of much of the groundwater 

resources in Olympic Valley and that this agency would approve, operate, and monitor the 

performance of the wells, assuming that the SVSPD is the water supplier. If a new water 

company is formed, it would be responsible for approval, operation and monitoring of 

groundwater wells that serve the project. Thus, the SVSPD (or a new water company) must be 

relied upon to oversee implementation of well operations/groundwater-related mitigation. 

Reliance on a responsible agency for implementation of mitigation under the relevant 

agency’s control is fundamental to CEQA. When approving a project, a lead agency is 

required to make findings on the disposition of impacts. As stated in Section 15091 of the 

CEQA Guidelines (emphasis added):  

(a) No public agency shall approve or carry out a project for which an EIR has been certified 

which identifies one or more significant environmental effects of the project unless the 

public agency makes one or more written findings for each of those significant effects, 

accompanied by a brief explanation of the rationale for each finding. The possible 

findings are: 

(1) Changes or alterations have been required in, or incorporated into, the project which 

avoid or substantially lessen the significant environmental effect as identified in the 

final EIR. 

(2) Such changes or alterations are within the responsibility and jurisdiction of another 

public agency and not the agency making the finding. Such changes have been 

adopted by such other agency or can and should be adopted by such other agency. 

(3) Specific economic, legal, social, technological, or other considerations, including 

provision of employment for highly trained workers, make infeasible the mitigation 

measures or project alternatives identified in the final EIR. 

Thus, one of the three possible findings is that a responsible agency, such as SVSPD, “can 

and should” adopt changes and mitigation for a project that are within its jurisdiction and 

responsibility.   

Regarding comments on the groundwater model, see the Master Response regarding water 

supply. 

Regarding performance criteria, Mitigation Measure 13-4 contains numerous performance 

standards: the average saturation thickness of wells must not fall below 65 percent for three 

consecutive months, drawdown in certain wells cannot fall below documented levels, etc. 

(see pages 13-63 to 13-65 of the DEIR). The mitigation measure also includes clauses that 

allow for additional measures if requested by the SVSPD and County, includes a 

management plan, and includes monitoring. This is a summary of a comprehensive 

mitigation plan. It is based on avoiding potential impacts, as identified in the DEIR, and 

provides the trigger mechanisms to ensure impacts, if they occur, remain below a level of 

significance. 

L3-38 The comment states the cumulative impact analysis is flawed but provides no specific 

instances, other than to summarize comments expressed throughout comment letter L3. For 

discussion of cumulative impacts to Squaw Creek related to groundwater pumping changes, 

see Impact 18-38 on pages 18-42 through 18-5 of the DEIR. See responses to comments 

L3-2 through L3-37. 

 


