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SUMMARY 

THE DRAFT ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT REPORT OVERESTIMATES THE AMOUNT OF WATER IN SQUAW 

VALLEY AND UNDERESTIMATES DRAWDOWN FROM PROPOSED GROUNDWATER PUMPING 

The Olympic Valley aquifer is small compared to the demand imposed on it.  Recharge to the aquifer is 

approximately equal to the current demand, and pumping currently pulls water from Squaw Creek. 

Future development will increase the amount of water drawn from the creek and lower groundwater 

levels beneath meadows and riparian vegetation.  The draft environmental impact report (DEIR) for the 

expansion of the Village at Squaw Valley acknowledges but grossly underestimates these impacts.  The 

DEIR relies on an erroneous estimate of far more recharge to the aquifer than actually occurs because it 

uses a grossly incorrect estimate of precipitation in the valley.  This excessive precipitation drives the 

numerical groundwater model which is used to estimate most of the other predictions discussed in the 

DEIR.  The DEIR also underestimates drawdown because the modeling is based on nine pumping wells 

when the water supply assessment (WSA) assumes that just six well will be needed.  The modeling 

spreads drawdown over a larger area than will actually occur.  These problems with the hydrogeologic 

analysis will cause impacts to sensitive habitats to be much higher than predicted. 

The conceptual flow model for the Olympic Valley aquifers includes recharge from rainfall on the alluvial 

valley, from runoff through streams on the alluvial valley, and from mountain runoff percolating into the 

aquifer at the mountain front.  During runoff periods, the stream in the western part of the valley 

percolates water to the aquifer until groundwater levels rise level to the stream.  Taking the form of 

runoff and stream flow, groundwater discharges into the creek as long as the groundwater level is above 

the stream level.    Late in the summer season in most years, the groundwater level falls below the 

stream bottom so that groundwater discharge to the stream ceases.  Current pumping in this area 

increases the rate that groundwater levels decrease and proposed future pumping will increase the 

length of dry stream segments and the time period during which the stream is dry.  Climate change that 

increase the ratio of rain to snow and snowmelt to occur earlier will increase the length of the dry part 

of summer during which the groundwater does not discharge to Squaw Creek in the western part of the 

valley.   

East of the village, the meadow and a non-channelized, meandering, stream gains flow from 

groundwater discharge most of the time because groundwater levels remain high most of the year.  

There is little current or proposed pumping in the middle of the meadow to cause drawdown and affect 
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streamflow.  Drawdown is concentrated in the western reach of Squaw Creek but does extend into the 

meadow just east of the parking area and increase critical low flow and drawdown conditions. 

THE DEIR USES AN ESTIMATE OF RECHARGE THAT IS GROSSLY TOO HIGH.  THIS ERROR CAUSES MANY 

OTHER ASPECTS OF THE ANALYSIS TO MINIMIZE THE PROJECTED IMPACTS 

Recharge depends on precipitation reaching the valley floor, but the high mountain precipitation 

reported in the WSA is grossly wrong, being estimated as 263 inches per year for 1993 through 2011 

which at a 1:10 ratio equates to 219 feet of snow.  The Snotel site for the valley shows that that the 

annual average for that period is 80.6 in/y.  This erroneous precipitation estimate is prominent in DEIR 

references since 2011.  Recharge used in the groundwater model increased from about 680 af/y in 2001 

to about 3800 af/y because the precipitation estimate increased.  Running much more water through 

the model caused the calibrated hydraulic conductivity to be increased by an order of magnitude which 

in turn decreases the predicted drawdown caused by pumping.  The recharge overestimate also makes 

more water available to be pumped over a longer time period which offsets pumping demands and 

limits predicted drawdown. 

THE GROUNDWATER MODELING FOR THE PROJECT MINIMIZES THE PREDICTION OF PUMPING 

IMPACTS BY SPREADING PUMPING OVER MORE NEW WELLS THAN ARE PROPOSED TO BE 

CONSTRUCTED 

The groundwater model used nine new municipal wells to simulate future water supply conditions and 

predict drawdowns even though the WSA determined that only six new wells would be constructed.  

Extra wells spread the predicted drawdown over a larger area and makes the vertical drawdown much 

less.  In fact, simulated pumping of the expected 2040 demand from existing and proposed new wells 

caused the model to estimate less drawdown in areas than the current pumping causes.  

THE DEIR UNDERESTIMATES THE PROJECT’S DEMAND FOR WATER AND FAILS TO CONSIDER A RANGE 

OF LIKELY DEMAND DISTRIBUTIONS 

Projected water demand could be incorrectly incorporated into other analyses in the DEIR for at least 

two reasons.  The demand was based on occupancy during the economic recession from 2009 through 

2011 and is therefore likely too low.  Adjusting this to closer to full occupancy and a few demand factors 

could increase overall project demand as much as 80%.  The second is the distribution of demand.  More 

demand especially in late summer would cause even more drawdown lengthening dry periods and the 

length of dry stream. 

Potentially underestimated demand drawn from more wells than necessary, too much recharge and 

aquifer parameters that are too transmissive because the model runs too much recharge through it, and 

ignoring climate change which could decrease the recharge period together cause the DEIR to 

underestimate impacts caused by the project.   

The presentation of impacts in the DEIR are not as quantitative as they should be.  The DEIR should 

include a much more quantitative assessment of drawdown at various locations.  Rather than simple 

assessments of whether the drawdown takes the water level below a given threshold, such as ten feet 

beneath a stream or riparian area, the DEIR should present drawdown frequency graphs at each point of 

interest.  This would show how much longer the project would draw the groundwater below certain 

levels, rather than simply assessing whether it goes below a threshold.  The DEIR should also provide 



3 
 

improved quantitative descriptions of the changes in flow to Squaw Creek.  It should show the changes 

in flow for different time periods. 

THE DEIR FAILS TO ANALYZE ENVIRONMENTALLY SUPERIOR PUMPING PRACTICES 

The DEIR analyzes just the alternative of increased pumping associated with increased development.  An 

alternative that should be considered is pumping from certain wells based on the effects it would have 

on the creek.  For example, pumping from wells near the creek has the largest impact on streamflow 

during the period which streamflow is decreasing from snowmelt runoff to being dry in the western 

portion of the project.  An alternative would be to concentrate pumping near the creek during runoff to 

draw as much from the creek as possible and to pump as far from the creek as possible during baseflow.  

When the creek is dry, the effect of pumping near it is much less so the pumping distribution is less 

important at that time. 

THE DEIR DOES NOT ASSESS QUANTITATIVELY THE IMPACTS OF CHANNEL RESTORATION ON SQUAW 

CREEK.  THE DEIR MAKES UNPROVEN CLAIMS ABOUT THE NEW CHANNEL DECREASING SUSPENDED 

SEDIMENT IN THE STREAM.  ESTIMATES OF SEDIMENT TRANSPORT THROUGH THE PROJECT ARE TOO 

SMALL 

The project proposes a restoration of the currently channelized section of Squaw Creek through the 

project site.  The new channel will increase the flood conveyance and also increase the size of a 

floodplain that high flows can access.  The channel will include a low-flow channel as well.  The DEIR 

does not provide a substantial quantitative analysis of the new channel.  However, the new channel will 

probably decrease the sediment transport through the reach by capturing some on the widened 

floodplains.  This will decrease sediment entering the meadow reach which could increase the erosive 

capacity through the meadow and cause more erosion in the meadow.  The DEIR has not considered 

these impacts, but could do so by including a water surface profile analysis that considers sediment 

transport 

The project will have little impact on sediment flowing off of the upstream watershed areas, but the 

DEIR predicts that transport from the developed areas will reduce from 200 to 175 tons/y.  This is a 

small proportion of the almost 39,000 tons/y generated by the watershed.  The DEIR has 

underestimated sediment production at high flows from all areas, therefore the overall estimates of 

sediment production may be too small. 

THE DEIR DOES NOT ACCOUNT FOR THE EFFECTS THAT CLIMATE CHANGE WILL HAVE ON THE 

PROJECT’S ABILITY TO MEET DEMAND WITHOUT CAUSING ADDITIONAL IMPACTS 

The DEIR has a chapter concerning climate, but it mostly deals with greenhouse gas emissions from the 

project.  The chapter notes potential changes in snowfall and runoff due to climate change, but there is 

no consideration in the groundwater model simulations of future conditions of climate change causing 

more precipitation to fall as rain or for snowmelt occurring earlier in the year.  Climate change is also 

likely to lengthen the dry, or no-recharge, period of a year so there will likely be longer periods during 

the summer when the stream is dry and no recharge is occurring.  
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INTRODUCTION 

The draft Village at Squaw Valley Specific Plain EIR (DEIR) reviews plans to develop the proposed Village 

at Squaw Valley Specific Plan (VSVSP), an expansion of hotel and residential development in Squaw 

Valley CA.  The expansion would include a substantial increase in the amount of groundwater pumped 

for residential and commercial uses in the valley.  A separate water supply assessment (WSA) (Farr West 

et al. 2014) was prepared to evaluate whether there is sufficient water available for the project.  The 

DEIR attaches the WSA as Appendix C and refers to it throughout the water supply discussions.  

This technical memorandum reviews hydrogeology and water resources aspects of the DEIR.  I 

completed a separate review of the WSA and attached the review to this memorandum as Attachment 

2.  The DEIR refers to many hydrogeology studies done as part of the WSA, so my review of the WSA 

supplements this DEIR review.  There are overlaps in review comments because of the similarity of the 

analysis in each document. 

DEIR Chapter 13 contains the primary discussion on hydrogeology, but other chapters add to or rely on 

the hydrogeology section.  Chapter 6 considers the impacts that changes to the hydrogeology have to 

biological resources.  Chapter 14 discusses how changes in public services affect water resources and 

chapter 18 discusses cumulative impacts which includes the hydrologic and water resources impacts of 

full development in Squaw Valley. 

The DEIR compares the project-induced conditions to baseline conditions.  Because the project would 

occur along with other local growth, the 2040 WSA scenario is with project along with cumulative 

development in the valley.  Baseline is “a description of the physical environmental conditions in the 

vicinity of the project, as they exist at the time the notice of preparation is published …” (DEIR, p 1-3).  

The DEIR determines baseline groundwater conditions as those that would occur due to pumping at the 

level of development that existed when Placer County issued the notice of preparation, or October 10, 

2012, not the groundwater conditions as exist on that date. 

The format of this technical memorandum follows that of the DEIR.  There are major sections on 

biological and hydrogeological resources, following the Chapters 6 and 13 in the DEIR.  Discussions of 

public utilities and cumulative impacts are included in the relevant sections.  Subsections include the 

impact and mitigation features as specified in the DEIR.  

BIOLOGICAL RESOURCES 

The biological resources chapter describes and analyzes project impacts to ecosystems on and around 

the project site.  From a hydrologic perspective, the ecosystems of most importance are those 

associated with the streams, specifically the main channel and North and South Forks of Squaw Creek, 

and the Olympic Channel.  Squaw Creek flows through the project site and a meadow east of the site.  

Also of importance are riparian areas, wetlands, jurisdictional or not, and seeps.  The hydrologic issues 

primarily pertain to groundwater development for the proposed project, to sediment transport to and 

through the project site, and to stream habitat issues as affected by grading and proposed stream 

restoration. Increased groundwater pumping (over existing or baseline conditions) will lower the water 

table which would change groundwater flows to and from the stream and lower groundwater levels 

below meadows and riparian areas.  Stream channel restoration of Squaw Creek will change streamflow 

and sediment transport through the reach and into the meadow. 
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Land cover maps 1 and 2 show the ecosystem, or land cover, types through the project area.  They 

include various sensitive habitats, such as intermittent stream and seeps.  DEIR descriptions of the 

sensitive habitats (DEIR, p 6-10 – 6-14) are insufficient and inaccurate because they do not explain their 

dependency on groundwater and runoff.  For each habitat, the description should include how the 

vegetation gets its water – whether it survives on snowmelt and rainfall with groundwater too deep to 

supplement late in the summer or whether it is partially dependent on groundwater.  It should also 

describe the average depth to groundwater in spring and fall.  This type of description is necessary 

because the availability of groundwater controls these habitats and the proposed project would affect 

groundwater more than just about any other development factor. 

The same suggestions regarding groundwater dependence applies to DEIR Tables 6-2 and 6-4.  The 

description of habitat in Table 6-2 notes soil moisture and the presence of seeps and springs, but to 

understand the effects groundwater management could have it is necessary to know the groundwater 

conditions for the species.  Table 6-4 lists the area of specific wetlands and other waters of the U.S., but 

should also provide the depth to groundwater to assess the impacts of groundwater management.  

Additionally, the DEIR should add a table of special status species potentially on the site (Impact 6-8) 

showing their groundwater requirements, both required and as existing on the site. 

The description of Squaw Creek states that there are “deeper pockets of water … behind boulder 

clusters within the stream channel” (DEIR, p 6-11), referring to stream segments in the meadow east of 

the proposed project.  Deep pockets may contain water perennially and can be quite valuable habitat, 

and GANDA (2014) considers the impacts of lowering groundwater on this habitat.  The DEIR should 

better describe this deep pool habitat because of its importance.  A detailed map of the intermittent 

stream reaches (DEIR, p 6-10, -11) is also necessary, including a detailed map of the reach over which 

Squaw Creek is channelized. 

Impact 6-1:  Removal or degradation of sensitive habitats (jurisdictional wetlands, wet meadows, and 

riparian vegetation) 

Impact 6-1 concerns the direct removal of wetland, meadow, and riparian habitat by construction and 

ancillary effects of the project that can affect these habitats.  Ancillary effects are those caused by 

groundwater drawdown or changes in surface or groundwater flows.  Simulated monitoring wells in the 

groundwater model are used to track the groundwater level under the stream and sensitive wetlands, as 

described and critiqued below in the section regarding Impact 13-5.  The effects of groundwater 

drawdown on sensitive habitat are assessed using simulated monitoring wells in the groundwater 

model.  The hydrogeologic effects contribute to other impacts discussed in the biology chapter, 

including most directly Impact 6-2 (Disturbance or loss of Sierra Nevada yellow-legged frog habitat), 

Impact 6-3 (Disturbances to nesting raptors and special-status birds), and Impact 6-8 (Disturbance or 

loss of special-status plants).  With respect to hydrogeology, the comments herein regarding Impact 6-1 

apply to the habitat being affected for the other biological impacts. 

Meadow Vegetation 

Groundwater management will lower groundwater levels below the various thresholds specified for 

specific vegetation types more frequently than currently happens (DEIR, p 6-42).  However, the DEIR 

does not specify, based on model results, the increased periods over which these effects will occur.  In 

other words, under the baseline condition, water levels may drop below the threshold for several 
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weeks, but under the WSA 2040 or project conditions this period groundwater levels being below the 

threshold may be longer.  The DEIR does not discuss this impact.  For example, regarding meadow 

vegetation, under WSA 2040 conditions, the driest years “would have seasons where groundwater levels 

drop below the threshold of meadow functionality for the majority of the growing season” but because 

this die off is a “regular part of ecosystem function,” the DEIR claims that meadow vegetation will return 

during wetter years and concludes the “reduction in meadow vegetation or vegetation productivity 

during dry years would be minimal and temporary” (DEIR, p 6-44)  However, the DEIR does not explain 

or provide evidence in support of this conclusion. 

The DEIR should specify how long simulated drawdown exceeds the threshold during baseline 

conditions and during WSA 2040 conditions.  The DEIR should include a map showing the areas in which 

groundwater levels will drop beneath certain thresholds for specified time periods. 

Riparian Vegetation 

The DEIR discussion concerning riparian vegetation has the same issues as for meadow vegetation. The 

DEIR claims that cottonwoods can be found where groundwater tables are up to 29 feet below ground 

surface (bgs) and that cottonwoods and willows can be found in the western channel of Squaw Creek 

where “groundwater elevations can reach 15-17 feet below the ground surface” (DEIR, p 6-42).  Deep 

roots as observed near Squaw Creek indicate that the groundwater level lowers to these levels as often 

as annually (Id.).  These statements should have a reference.  The DEIR notes however that “long-term 

survival and productivity of established and young trees in cottonwood and willow forests appears to 

typically require groundwater less than 10 feet from the surface and any rapid declines in groundwater 

depth are not greater than 3.3 feet from lowest annual baseline levels for more than a few weeks or 

year to year” (Id.).  The various studies referenced (see DEIR p 6-42) are for areas other than Squaw 

Valley.  The fact that cottonwood and willow roots in Squaw Valley are substantially lower than the 10-

feet threshold specified by the many studies cited in the DEIR indicates strongly that groundwater 

conditions already stress the existing riparian vegetation.  It is probable that existing conditions would 

not allow new riparian trees to become established in areas where the groundwater levels already drop 

below ten feet bgs.  The DEIR should consider a threshold at the depth of the existing roots in addition 

to the 10-foot threshold (DEIR, p 6-43). 

The establishment of seedlings requires “groundwater depth from surface <3.3 feet” (DEIR, p 6-43), 

therefore the DEIR should provide graphs or analysis comparing the time the water table is within 3.3 

feet of the surface for both baseline and WSA 2040 conditions.  Pumping will cause the water level to be 

more than 3.3 feet below baseline for much more than a few weeks in many years.  The DEIR’s 

argument that this causes no problem (DEIR, p 6-42) is obviously wrong. The DEIR should assess the 

additional time the WSA 2040 condition water level is more than 3.3 feet below baseline by year to 

show a quantitative analysis.  Additionally, germination of seeds requires the ground surface to be 

saturated (see biologists report reviewing the DEIR), so the DEIR should report similarly the frequency of 

the water table being at the ground surface for baseline and project conditions. 

There are at least three significant thresholds affecting riparian vegetation – 3.3 ft bgs, 10 ft bgs, and 15 

to 29 ft bgs, as described in the previous two paragraphs.  The water table in many model cells drops 

below these threshold in some years under baseline conditions but under WSA 2040 conditions the 

groundwater level will drop below the thresholds for longer time periods in more years (I review the 

accuracy of the graphs analyzing the groundwater levels below in the groundwater review section).  To 
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quantitatively assess the increased times the groundwater level is below the thresholds, the DEIR should 

present a drawdown frequency analysis for each monitored model cell showing the actual time 

groundwater levels go below various levels.  The DEIR should also provide a graph showing the amount 

of time the drawdown exceeds a given drawdown to compare to known root depths. 

The bullet point statements on p 6-43 could be quantified using the graphics suggested in the previous 

paragraphs.  The DEIR does not present sufficient evidence to support its conclusion that “groundwater 

withdrawals …, if managed as currently modelled, are unlikely to result in mortality to established 

perennial riparian vegetation within the western channel or upper meadow reach” (DEIR, p 6-43, -44).  

The analysis was qualitative, and the preceding paragraphs specified several graphical analyses which 

would allow a quantitative comparison among scenarios, especially between WSA 2040 and baseline 

conditions. 

Additionally, modeling of groundwater management underestimates the actual drawdown because the 

modelers used more wells than projected by the WSA.  The modeling spread drawdown over a larger 

area and caused some predicted water levels to actually be higher than for the baseline.  This is 

discussed in more detail below in the groundwater section. 

Groundwater drawdown causes much of the impacts to the ecosystem, but the DEIR does not show a 

drawdown map.  To show potential impacts, these land cover maps should be shown with the 

minimum groundwater saturation at several time periods, such as after drought periods.  This would 

allow visual consideration of which habitats could be harmed by drawdown and where. 

Water Quality (DEIR p 6-45) 

The DEIR claims that “operation of the Specific Plan” would not create adverse impacts to water quality 

… related to stormwater management from any changes to creek peak flow, total volume, velocity, or 

TMDL” (DEIR, p 6-45).  The DEIR acknowledges that groundwater impacts to vegetation and snow 

storage could cause water quality issues (Id.). 

Groundwater drawdown could kill some riparian or meadow habitat, as discussed above, which would 

cause streambank instability because Squaw Creek’s banks are sensitive to reductions in vegetation 

(DEIR, p 6-46).  Although acknowledging the impact could be significant, the DEIR does not quantify the 

potential pollution. 

The project will not change total suspended sediment or other quality parameters flowing the through 

site substantially because there will be little change in impervious area.  Storm runoff from the project 

site will only change by small amounts, mostly decreasing (Shaw and Roberts 2013).  The project will not 

substantially change operations for the watershed above the project site but will pass flows through the 

site as at present.  The biggest change will be a restoration of the trapezoidal channel.  Details are 

reviewed below in the hydrogeology section, but it must be noted that the DEIR discusses that the 

restoration should decrease sediment transport but does not quantify the amount. 

Proposed Mitigation 

Mitigation measure 6-1c ensures the “adoption of performance standards, thresholds, and 

recommendations from the WSA for well system operation, and requiring consistency with applicable 

groundwater plans” (DEIR, p 6-49).  Project-induced drawdown will probably cause vegetation to 
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respond over time, so monitoring of the vegetation (both meadow and riparian) health is essential.  

Because the impacts manifest slowly, this monitoring could trigger management changes that will help 

prevent bad effects on the vegetation.  Five years of monitoring beyond project build-out is grossly 

insufficient because of the slow manifestation of vegetation change and because of the potential for 

unusually wet years to temporarily compensate for project impacts.  Riparian vegetation monitoring 

should continue until a significant drought has occurred with full project buildout conditions with 

ongoing monitoring. 

A potential compensation for lost riparian vegetation is “irrigation of riparian vegetation to maintain 

existing habitat” (Id.).  This is not a good mitigation strategy because it typically removes more water 

from the same source to mitigate the loss and ultimately exacerbates the problem into the future. 

Mitigation measure 6-1c suggests they substitute modeling for monitoring if the groundwater 

“modelling indicates that changes in groundwater conditions under the proposed groundwater 

management regime would not result in a significant adverse effect to riparian and meadow habitat” 

(DEIR, p 6-50).  This is inappropriate because monitoring is required to verify the modeling is yielding 

accurate predictions.  Modeling is not a substitute for monitoring but rather a means of making choices 

regarding management – choices that may be changed due to monitoring. 

Points in mitigation measure 6-1d are from groundwater mitigation measures and will be reviewed 

below.   

Impact 6-11: Construction phase water quality degradation impacts to fish and aquatic resources. 

This impact concerns the potential for sediment and other pollution to reach Squaw Creek as a result of 

active construction activities.  The DEIR implies that best management practices (BMPs) would be used 

to avoid erosion and sediment problems, and acknowledges that if the BMPs fail the project could cause 

substantial pollution (DEIR, p 6-76).  This is a big “if”, especially in the sensitive environment of Squaw 

Valley.  The DEIR should analyze the effectiveness of proposed BMPs as part of this DEIR. 

The hydrogeology chapter describes mitigation measure 6-11, so these will be reviewed below. 

Impact 6-13: Potential long-term impacts to fish and aquatic resources related to increased 

groundwater extraction … 

This impact addresses impacts to fish and aquatic resources related to groundwater management, 

including the potential for flow changes and the consequent effects on streambank stability (which 

relates to riparian vegetation, as discussed above).  The decreased groundwater levels due to 

groundwater management will decrease flows and impact vegetation, potentially destabilizing banks.  

As noted for Impact 6-1, I review the hydrogeology details below. 

The DEIR makes an important acknowledgement discussing this impact: “However, if the wellfield is not 

configured and operated as indicated in the WSA, longer and more frequent drying periods could occur, 

which could threaten the ability of the creek reaches near the well field to maintain a fish community.  

In addition, vegetation loss resulting from reduced groundwater could lead to potential erosion and 

adverse impacts to fish and fish habitat” (DEIR, p 6-79).  This effectively acknowledges that if the plan is 

not followed, the impacts could be much worse.  The wellfield will not be configured and operated as 

modelled for the WSA because the modeling has more wells than the WSA expects to be required; the 
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WSA estimated a certain number of wells be added to meet demand but simulated several more.  See 

the discussion below on the model and the review of the WSA in Attachment 2.  The DEIR should also 

note that if the groundwater model predictions are not accurate, the impacts could be much worse as 

well. 

Impact 6-14: Long-term changes to fish and aquatic resource habitat in the main Village reach of 

Squaw Creek due to creek restoration. 

In general, the plan intends to restore the channelized portion of Squaw Creek through the main Village 

area.  The DEIR concludes this would be a beneficial impact.  I review details of the hydrogeology below, 

but some of the suggested biologic impacts may be overstated.  It suggests that the areas of deep pools 

at low flow will increase, but this could be countered by the additional drawdown.  If the stream bottom 

is lowered substantially, the increased shallow groundwater could actually increase the groundwater 

discharge from the streambed.  However, increased surface water storage volume in the pools could 

increase the flows in the stream.  The claim that geomorphic restoration would reduce fine sediment 

supply and transport, increase average substrate size, and decrease embeddedness requires verification.  

The hydrogeology review (DEIR, p 13-76) notes that if not done properly, the “creek restoration may not 

provide the anticipated benefits” (Id.). 

HYDROGEOLOGY AND WATER RESOURCES 

The hydrogeology chapter starts with a general description of the watershed and climate, which is 

generally accurate except there is a major error with the precipitation shown for Squaw Valley in 

Exhibit 13-3 and it carries through the DEIR.  The error was also in the WSA (see the review of the WSA 

in Attachment 2).  The suggestion is that annual precipitation at the Squaw Valley Snotel site equals 263 

in/y (DEIR, p 13-7).  If true, this would be the highest precipitation in the country, excepting a spot or 

two in Hawaii.  Records show that only on the coast of Oregon and Washington does annual 

precipitation exceed 100 in/y in the continental United States 

(http://www.currentresults.com/Weather-Extremes/US/wettest.php).  Attachment 1 shows the 

monthly precipitation data for the Squaw Valley Snotel Site.  The annual average for 1993-2011 is 80.6 

in/y, and since 1981, the average is 71 inches.  This is snow-melt equivalent.  The 263 inches at a 1:10 

ratio would be 219 feet of snow.  This erroneous precipitation estimate is prominent in documents and 

analyses since 2011, except for Shaw et al. (2014, p 5) who indicate the Snotel site gives an average 

annual precipitation of 65.2 inches. 

This error leads much of the DEIR analysis and discussion to underestimate the impacts of the water 

development.  This is because the precipitation drives the recharge estimate for the project.  This will 

be discussed in detail below but it means that every estimated impact due to groundwater production 

has been underestimated. 

The DEIR and some of the groundwater reports claim that groundwater levels fully recover even in dry 

years.  However, data presented in the DEIR contradicts that statement.  Groundwater levels fluctuate 

10 to 15 feet seasonally and recover to within 10 feet in half of the years.  (DEIR, p 13-13).  It is not 

appropriate to say that "even in years with below average precipitation groundwater levels rose to 

"near the maximum elevations" (DEIR, p 13-13) in a basin that only recovers to a fraction of the annual 

fluctuation in half of the years.  Exhibit 13-8 demonstrates clearly that the average groundwater annual 

maximum fluctuates up to at least seven feet (J-93 to J-01).  The aquifer is generally no more than 150 

http://www.currentresults.com/Weather-Extremes/US/wettest.php
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feet thick (Hydrometrics 2014, West-Yost 2003), so the maximum levels fluctuate almost 10%.  The 

overall average fluctuation is almost 15 feet. 

The DEIR also relies on the WSA’s conclusion that recharge is rejected because it is available when the 

basin is already full.  It is not correct to state that runoff is “rejected as recharge” (DEIR, p 3-17) due to 

the aquifer being full.  DEIR Exhibit 13-9 does not support this conclusion but shows the aquifer is 100% 

saturated at most in small parts of two years.  In other years, the maximum percent saturation is always 

a few percent less than full.  Exhibit 13-8 shows up to ten feet available in an aquifer that fluctuates 

from 10 to 15 feet.  During snowmelt and significant rain events, substantial runoff may occur because 

the snowmelt or rainfall rate exceeds the ability of the soil to accept it as infiltration or because the soil 

has become saturated and cannot accept more infiltration.  This is different from saying that the aquifer 

is full and rejecting recharge. 

The DEIR erroneously claims that “pumping from existing wells during periods when Squaw Creek is 

flowing … captures only a small amount of extracted water from the creek” (DEIR, p 13-18).  The claim 

then that “current groundwater pumping does not substantially alter stream flow” (Id.) is wrong.  The 

WSA estimates that a municipal well pumping at a “customary 8-hour pumping cycle” would capture 

only 2% of its flow from Squaw Creek.  The estimate of the amount of water drawn from Squaw Creek is 

likely too low because the calculation does not account for cumulative effects because it assumes that at 

the beginning of any pumping cycle the amount being drawn from the creek is zero.  Hydrometrics used 

a standard formula (Hunt 1999) to estimate the amount of water that the pump test draws from the 

creek (Hydrometrics 2013a, p 17).  Assuming they applied the method properly, they estimated that 

after 51 hours of pumping (test #1, see Hydrometrics 2013a), 17% of the amount being pumped was 

being drawn from Squaw Creek.  Hydrometrics minimized the importance of this by estimating the 

amount drawn from the creek over the entire 51-hour period as less than ½ percent of the creek’s total 

flow during that period.  Over an eight-hour pumping cycle, the amount captured was much less.  The 

WSA analysis assumes that no more water is drawn from the creek after pumping stops, but this does 

not account for water drawn from the creek due to drawdown that remains when pumping stops.  This 

drawdown replenishes the aquifer by pulling water from storage elsewhere in the aquifer and from the 

creek, either by reversing discharge to the creek or by directly drawing from the creek.  Ultimately 

changes in streamflow are necessary to fill the drawdown because all pumping is a new discharge from 

the aquifer which must be taken from another discharge from the aquifer.  This analysis error leads the 

DEIR and WSA to underestimate the amount of water that pumping draws from the creek. 

Surface Water Quality 

Total suspended sediment (TSS) is the primary water quality issue for Squaw Creek, although the DEIR 

also mentions nitrates and phosphorus.  Squaw Creek is on the 303(d) list for sediment load (DEIR, p 13-

25).  DEIR Table 13-7 specifies the TMDL sources and loads and Table 13-8 specifies the target 

reductions in sediment load.  Total sediment production from the watershed is 37,900 tons/y with dirt 

roads, graded ski runs, and undisturbed areas producing the highest sediment delivery; undisturbed 

areas are considered uncontrollable so the future reductions must come from other areas.  Dirt roads 

and ski runs are to be reduced by 60 and 50%, respectively.  Residential and commercial area sediment 

loads are to be reduced by 25% but the TMDL is just 200 tons/y from these sources; the project would 

primarily affect this source.  Interestingly, alluvial channel erosion inputs 2100 tons/y and is considered 



11 
 

uncontrollable, but the geomorphic restoration of the trapezoidal channel may reduce erosion and 

therefore sediment (DEIR Chapter 6, Shaw et al. 2014, reviewed below). 

TSS from the site is grossly underestimated because the relations developed to estimated TSS 

underestimate TSS at high flow rates.  This occurs because sediment production is highly nonlinear in 

this watershed.  The error applies to baseline and with project conditions.   

The errors may be seen in Shaw and Roberts (2013) Figure 3, which relates TSS flux (kg/day) and 

discharge (cfs) at the confluence of the north and south forks of Squaw Creek, the Olympic channel, 

downstream of the existing village, and for runoff from the urban area (determined as the difference in 

measurements above and below the site) (Shaw and Roberts 2013, p 6-7).  At higher flow rates, most 

data plots above the regression line (Shaw and Roberts Figure 3).  This indicates the regression (a log-log 

regression) line is biased to give results that are too low for flows higher than certain rates.  At the 

confluence of the north and south forks, at flow rates higher than 100 cfs, at least eight points are 

higher than the regression line while just three are below the line; similarly for the site downstream of 

the project site, at least twelve points are above while just three are below the line for discharge 

exceeding 100 cfs.  For runoff from the urban areas, at least five points plot above the line and none 

below it for discharge exceeding 20 cfs.  These regression lines will underestimate the sediment flux for 

flow rates higher than the flow rate at which the actual data plots above the regression line.   

At high flows, the sediment discharge equations grossly underestimate TSS.  This error carries into the 

sediment hydrographs for the site for the 100 year event (Shaw and Roberts 2013, Figure 6) and any 

other return interval event for which flows exceed the values for which the relations are accurate (Shaw 

and Roberts 2013 Figure 7).  

Other sources of error in the sediment runoff estimates include: 

 The discharge and TSS/discharge relations (Shaw and Roberts Figures 1 and 3) do not consider 

whether the flow is on the rise or falling leg of the hydrograph.  TSS is usually much higher on 

the rising leg of the hydrograph as the runoff flushes sediment from the watershed, but none of 

the analyses account for this issue. 

 Based on the shape of the simulated storm event hydrographs (Shaw and Roberts Figures 5 and 

7, for example), the simulation did not consider snowmelt.  To the extent the 

sediment/discharge relations resulted from flows that were partially snowmelt, the simulated 

TSS hydrographs are based on the wrong assumptions. 

 The sediment/discharge relations may be combining points literally drawn from different 

populations; some points occur during snowmelt runoff, some are likely during baseflow, and 

some are just rainfall/runoff.  The discharge data (Shaw and Roberts Figure 1) clearly range 

throughout the year, and although many occur in the spring there are also some in the fall.  

Considering the low flows, some are clearly baseflow (which may have almost no sediment and 

should not be included in statistics with runoff events). 

 The relations for the urban area were developed by taking the difference between below and 

above the site.  Due to measurement error, low estimates for urban flow should not be included 

because they are primarily just measurement error. 

In summary, total suspended sediment from the site for both existing and with-project conditions for 

high flows is significantly underestimated.  This could lead to faulty design of the channel through the 
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site because more sediment than designed for could settle thereby decreasing the conveyance capacity.  

The loss of sediment settling in the channel could lead to cleaner water reaching the meadow which 

could cause erosion.  Failing to consider these sediment budget issues for the channel restoration 

portion of the project could lead to an incorrect underestimate of the project impacts to the stream 

channel in the meadow east of the site. 

The report also estimates nitrate and phosphorus loads.  The same concerns as expressed for TSS 

probably apply, although the rating curves are not provided.  Shaw and Roberts (2013) expects slightly 

lower loads due to the project, primarily due to slightly decreased flow rates from the project.  Those 

conclusions are probably accurate, even if the predicted loads are grossly wrong, as they probably are 

due to the way the quality/discharge data were collected. 

Impact 13-2: Construction phase degradation of surface and groundwater quality 

Most of the issues here are addressed with BMPs, which will protect water quality if they work.  This 

impact includes construction dewatering, but the DEIR does not assess how much dewatering will be 

necessary.  Working in the stream while it is flowing would require diversions and dewatering, but that 

would be mitigated by working during dry periods.  A potentially bigger problem is construction where 

shallow groundwater could flow into the construction works.  This could lower the water table and be a 

source of water that would have to be disposed of in some way.  The DEIR requires a dewatering and 

discharge plan (DEIR, p 13-51), but absolutely fails to discuss what could cause this type of dewatering, 

where and how often it would occur, and overall what the potential impacts are.  The plan for dealing 

with dewatering has not been made available for review and there is no estimate the type of pollutants 

the water could contain.  Because the depth to water is mostly known around the site, the DEIR should 

discuss where there will be temporary dewatering and how the water will be disposed.  Failing to 

estimate the quantity and frequency of dewatering is a failure to disclose a potentially significant impact 

of this project. 

Impact 13-4: Long-term land cover changes and increased groundwater production effects on 

groundwater patterns, recharge, and aquifer storage in the Olympic Valley Groundwater Basin 

This impact considers two vastly different issues.  One is the change in recharge, which is simply due to 

the change in impervious area over the site.  The second is the impacts of increased groundwater 

production, which is a primary huge impact of the entire DEIR, with impacts on hydrologic and biologic 

resources. 

Land-cover changes on recharge 

The site is developed now so the impervious area changes on west portion of the project are not 

substantial.  The DEIR concludes any change is less than substantial (DEIR, p 13-53).  This is probably 

correct, although the DEIR fails to actually estimate the recharge rate.  Only in the groundwater model 

portion of the WSA and DEIR analysis is recharge considered.  The groundwater modeling completed for 

the WSA and this DEIR ignores the impervious land cover and simulates a recharge zone all across the 

west basin, including on impervious developed areas; see the groundwater model review below.  This 

clearly is in error.  The recharge rates from this recharge zone did not reflect the fact the area is covered 

with impervious asphalt and buildings.  It may be argued that the overall amount of recharge is the same 
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but because of impervious area it should have been input to the model differently.  However, the 

amount of recharge estimated is grossly too high because of the high precipitation estimates. 

Changes to the East Parcel, which is currently undeveloped, could be important and the DEIR fails to 

consider them.  The project would add “approximately 4.24 acres of impervious surfaces” (DEIR, p 13-

53) in that area, but the DEIR dismisses this as not being “in a groundwater recharge zone of importance 

to the OVGB” (Id.).  It is however a tributary to the Truckee River and this lost recharge will be lost to the 

Truckee River system.  While it may just be runoff earlier during the season when the recharge would 

have occurred, the change in pervious area could change the timing of flow from current conditions; it 

could decrease baseflow in the Truckee River during the time of year that groundwater discharge to the 

river is most important.  This could be manifestly important in years like this one (2015).  Instead of 

considering it, the DEIR ignores this critical groundwater flow by stating it is not important. 

Groundwater production effects 

Groundwater management is the major groundwater impact of the project because the increased 

pumpage due to the development would be 234 af/y on top of the existing water use in the valley of 

841 af/y, (DEIR, Table 18-11), for a total 1075 af/y.  The valley will grow in other ways adding 131 af/y so 

the total projected demand in 2040 is 1205 af/y.  This significant change represents a substantial draw 

on the aquifer and could substantially impact many biological factors as well.  There are substantial 

issues with how this demand could be distributed through the year. 

A potential large source of error in the demand is the occupancy rate, which I discuss in greater detail in 

the review of the Water Supply Assessment in Attachment 2. Occupancy could be up to 80% higher than 

the estimated rate because the WSA assumes annual occupancy is 55.2% based on observed rates from 

2009 through 2011, a significant recession period.  Full occupancy would be 80% higher than the 

recession-era occupancy, therefore the water supply sufficiency estimates should be based on much 

higher potential demand even if the underlying estimates are accepted as accurate.  Actual occupancy 

will likely be temporally variable, therefore the water supply sufficiency analysis, and analysis of 

environmental impacts for the DEIR, should consider future demand in a variable fashion.  This means 

that the simulation of future demands should consider periods with occupancy much closer to full. 

Another issue regarding demand is seasonal timing, as in which seasons the demand is higher and lower.  

The projections in the WSA rely on past distributions and on the monthly occupancy rates from 2009 

through 2011 (Hunt and van Dyne 2014).  The projected demand peaks in July and August (Figure 1), 

which during most years is after recharge has decreased and ceased.  The primary issue is that more of 

the future demand will occur during a period of the year when less water is available.  Climate change, 

which will decrease recharge during late summer, will exacerbate this issue. .    
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Figure 1:  Monthly full-development, 2040, demand for the Village at Squaw Valley.  The total is 234 af. 

SVPSD uses a MODFLOW-based groundwater flow model to simulate groundwater conditions in the 

project area (DEIR, p 13-55).  Therefore, impacts presented in the DEIR depend on the efficacy of this 

groundwater model, as do the value of mitigations.  The WSA review attached to this memorandum as 

Attachment 2 reviews some of the earlier hydrogeology studies that go into the groundwater model.  I 

additionally review aspects of the groundwater model as discovered by review of the model input files 

below.  The following comments are of aspects of the analysis that depend on the model or affect the 

model output.  

The WSA concluded six new wells would be necessary “to meet both project and new non-project 

demands” (DEIR, p 13-55), but they simulated nine potential new well locations in the groundwater 

model to “better show how the basin as a whole would function with increased demands” (Id.).   Taylor 

et al. (2014) Table 2 shows nine proposed new municipal wells and their Table 3 shows that all of the 

wells, existing and new with one exception, were simulated to pump the same rate, 54.7 af/y; other 

entities’ wells pump at other rates based on their specific conditions but mostly at rates proportional to 

their historic pumping.  DEIR Exhibit 13-17 shows nine wells labeled as new (07/11, 09/14, 10/12, 15/07, 

15/09, 16/10, 23/12, 38/54, and 45/53).  The impacts shown in DEIR Exhibits 13-18 through 13-21 are 

also for all nine wells.  The estimated drawdown would be less than if just six wells had been simulated.  

The simulation of this scenario with more pumping wells than will actually be used is that it spreads the 

impacts over more wells (Taylor and Reilly 2014). 

The DEIR compares with-project conditions to baseline conditions.  The WSA refers to baseline 

conditions as the “maximum saturated thickness values at specific locations do not change, and were 

derived from model simulations representing historical actual pumping conditions” (Taylor et al. 2014, 

p 14, emphasis added).  The DEIR describes baseline as follows: “An EIR must include a description of the 

physical environmental conditions in the vicinity of the project, as they exist at the time the notice of 

preparation is published …” (DEIR, p 1-3).  This implies that groundwater baseline would be the actual 

water levels that existed when Placer County issued the notice of preparation, or October 10, 2012, but 
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that is not what the DEIR nor WSA use as baseline.  Baseline as used in the DEIR and WSA is a 20-year 

time series of simulated groundwater levels as determined based on simulated pumping in the 

groundwater model at rates that pertain to the year prior to the baseline date.  Baseline as shown on 

DEIR Exhibits 13-18 and 13-20 is a 20-year time series of water levels at various well locations in the 

project area.   

At locations with wells, baseline is a time series of water levels at those wells as affected by the 

pumping, and seasonal and annual variability in recharge.  Between the wells, baseline is the 

groundwater level resulting from seasonal and annual recharge and as affected by the overlapping 

drawdown from the various pumping wells.  This creates unusual comparisons among baseline and with 

project or 2040 WSA conditions because the pumping distribution is different.  In some locations, the 

baseline conditions does not have a pumping well.  Because the with-project or 2040 WSA conditions 

have more wells and less pumping per well, the future conditions at some locations have less drawdown 

than occurs at present due to spreading the effects over more of the valley.  Comparison of the 

differences between with project and baseline conditions shown on DEIR Table 13-11 shows there is 

more decline (difference between conditions caused by existing pumping and with-project pumping) at 

the new wells than at the existing wells (average decline for average, max, and min for the new wells is 

1.75, 1.11, and 3.65 and for the existing wells is 1.23, 0.71, and 2.33 feet).  An additional factor 

spreading the effects over a larger area is that the DEIR underestimates simulates pumping over nine 

new wells rather than the planned-for six new wells. 

The maximum saturated thickness “occurs when water levels are the highest” (WSA, p ES-3, p 6-5, 

Taylor et al. 2014, p 14) for the baseline conditions.  This occurred in J-93 (DEIR Exhibit 13-18).  Table 13-

12 also shows the Max saturation to be 99 or 100% for most of the listed wells.  The percent saturation 

is the percent that aquifer saturated thickness is of the saturated thickness occurring at the maximum 

water level in J-93 (Exhibit 13-20). 

The DEIR specifies that maintaining 65% is acceptable (see the next paragraph) for water supply in the 

valley.  Simulations as shown for project-only conditions (DEIR Exhibit 13-19) show the average 

saturation remains above 80% and only for a few wells in a few years falls below 80%.  Their significance 

criteria based on 65% saturation are not reached.  This of course depends on the model being accurate. 

The 65% saturation criteria is an operational threshold for maintaining the ability to pump the water 

from the wellfield and has nothing to do with maintaining any environmental conditions.  Taylor et al. 

(2014) decided on 65% after a literature search because that was the deepest drawdown recorded in 

the past at existing wells onsite and it did not cause a problem at any wells as far as they knew.  65% is 

simply the necessary saturation to maintain well pumping efficiency and is meaningless with respect to 

basinwide groundwater management.  The guidance has nothing to do with maintaining a yield or not 

causing other deleterious impacts to the basin, such as lowering discharge to streams and springs.  It 

also does not consider the cumulative effects of overlapping drawdown cones.  In other words, the 

drawdown from one well will affect nearby wells so that the drawdown at any point is a summation of 

drawdown from each well.  It is possible that the saturation could fall below 65% due to these overlaps. 

The DEIR cites the WSA in concluding that the increased groundwater pumping “would not cause any of 

the wells to drop below 65 percent saturation thickness for more than three consecutive months or 

more than four times during the study period” (DEIR, p 13-55).  As noted, this has little to do with 

environmental effects and it also depends on the simulation pumping from nine rather than the 
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proposed six wells.  The implication is that if development occurs as proposed in the WSA, the impacts 

would be less than significant, and only if “different wellfield construction or operations are ultimately 

implemented, groundwater availability and wellfield operations could be adversely affected” (DEIR, p 

13-63).  By design, if the WSA well construction plans are followed, they will be different from those 

simulated in the model. 

Mitigation measure 13-4 is designed to assure that development occurs “consistent with the system 

analyzed in the WSA” (DEIR, p 13-63).  If there are development changes, the mitigation is to ensure the 

effects are similar; essentially the model would be run based on proposed new conditions and the 

results compared with the saturated thickness requirements and to not cause drawdown that will 

“cause substantially more refugia pool drying” than shown in GANDA (2014) (DEIR, p 13-64).  Other 

requirements are that the pumping meet criteria identified in the applicable groundwater plans.  New 

wells would be added to the existing monitoring system, and new data would be used to update existing 

groundwater plans (DEIR, p 13-64). 

The drawback of this mitigation is the assumption that the hydrogeology that went into predicting the 

with-project conditions is accurate.  It assumes the groundwater model accurately predicts the future 

conditions.  I review the model in detail below, but one big problem is that any groundwater model used 

to predict conditions for pumping in excess of rates used for calibration, or in excess of rates ever 

observed at the site, is that the aquifer may respond differently at higher pumping rates than it does 

during the calibration conditions.  In other words, the further beyond the range of conditions used for 

calibration the system is stressed, the more inaccurate predictions may well be.  

Impact 13-5: Groundwater pumping changes to groundwater and surface water interactions and 

water quality within and downstream of the plan area 

The DEIR considers the drawdown beneath model cells used to simulate Squaw Creek.  The DEIR does 

not estimate flow into or from Squaw Creek along its reach because the model was not calibrated to do 

so (my review on the groundwater model suggest they should have calibrated flow to the creek because 

they have sufficient data).  The DEIR presents stream boundary cells through the project domain along 

Squaw Creek (DEIR Exhibit 13-22).  It divides the boundary into seven reaches with simulated 

groundwater monitoring wells at 24 points along the creek (counted from the exhibit).  The simulated 

water levels in the groundwater monitoring wells is not the water level in the stream, which depends on 

the flow depth in the stream.  If the groundwater level is higher than the flow depth, groundwater will 

flow from the groundwater into the stream; if it is lower than the stream, stream water will flow into the 

aquifer.  The DEIR should present simulated flux to/from the seven reaches rather than to the stream as 

a whole. 

The qualitative observations of the simulated water level hydrographs (DEIR, p 13-67) are generally 

accurate, but may not go far enough.  These simulations reveal significant issues with the proposed 

pumping.  Under all conditions, there are “strong seasonal ranges in groundwater elevations” (DEIR, p 

13-67) and “year-to-year variations” (Id.) which are “slightly less than the seasonal range in any given 

year” (Id.).  The greatest reductions are in the far west cells, and the magnitude of decrease is less in the 

east nearing and through the meadow.  DEIR Exhibits 13-23 to -27 provide the water level hydrographs.  

Interestingly, there are many years (DEIR Exhibit 13-23) during which the groundwater levels in the far 

west cells do not rise above the streambed.  These graphs suggest the pumping is not a problem 

because groundwater only rarely reaches the stream.  Because the stream flows every year regardless of 
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drought conditions (Hydrometrics 2013b and c), either the groundwater is not connected to the surface 

water or the model conceptualization is wrong for the west portion of the site.  Possibly the model 

inaccurately simulated recharge from the stream channel in this area (see the model review). 

The area within which the groundwater levels are drawn the furthest below the streambed is the “area 

where the most new wells are planned” (DEIR, p 13-67).  Exhibit 13-17, snapshotted into Figure 2, shows 

that seven of the nine proposed new wells are in the west end of the project area.  The DEIR should 

consider an alternative of putting some of the new wells further east, but still within the proposed 

development area, to estimate impacts and compare them to the proposed project. 

 

Figure 2:  Snapshot of a portion of DEIR Exhibit 13-17 showing the west project area and the location of existing and proposed 
new wells. 

Actual impacts depend on the final locations for the groundwater wells and how they are operated 

(DEIR, p 13-65).  The DEIR provides no rationale for the locations of the proposed new wells.  The DEIR 

suggests that wells near the creek will have little impact during the winter when the stream is full or in 

the late summer when the stream is empty, but that pumping from wells near the creek during mid-

summer when the flow is receding from snowmelt runoff to baseflow will have a significant effect.  As 

noted above in the biology section, this pumping will increase the length of stream that is dry and the 

time period over which it is dry, along with increased depths to water near the stream.  That the DEIR 

recognizes this suggests that it should consider a project alternative that includes pumping from wells 

either to the south or east of the creek during mid-summer conditions to limit the impacts to the creek.  
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It also suggests that the new well locations may not be optimal with respect to minimizing the effect on 

the creek. 

Further east, during most years the simulated groundwater level is above the stream bottom for parts of 

most years (DEIR Exhibit 13-24 - -26).  The length of time the level is below the stream bottom is longer 

during many years at many points, but the graphs are too coarse to make any definitive observations.  

The water level drops below the stream bottom as much as 10 feet further for the 2040 WSA conditions 

than for baseline.  To assess the effect of lengthened dry periods and of the time the groundwater level 

is below various depths, the DEIR should present depth/frequency plots for each point.  Simply, the plot 

should show the proportion of time the water level is below various depths.  For example, there would 

be a percent time the water level is below various levels.  Such graphs would improve the assessment of 

the time the water level is below various critical depths, as may be important for riparian species or 

other species requiring wet refugia. 

Interestingly, Exhibits 13-25 and -26 show the existing stream bed and the proposed level of the 

restored streambed.  For three of the four model cells, the restored bed will be lower than the existing 

streambed, but in one cell (West Cell I), the restored bed is about 2 feet higher than existing.  The 

groundwater model only uses the existing streambed elevation, so it is not appropriate to make 

conclusions from these graphs regarding changes in water level due to restoration.  Simply because the 

streambed will be lower does not mean the stream will more frequently be wet.  More information 

regarding the restoration is needed to know whether the stream bottom will be wet. 

Finally, water level hydrographs for the east cells (DEIR Exhibit 13-27) are above the streambed much 

more frequently, both for baseline and with project conditions.  Groundwater therefore discharges to 

the stream most years, but there are a few dry years with substantial time periods during which the 

groundwater is below the stream bottom.  These sites are in the western third of the meadow area.  The 

DEIR should present similar results further east in the meadow to verify that groundwater levels are 

likewise generally higher than the streambed. 

Impact 13-5 would be mitigated by implementing Mitigation Measure 13-4.  I discussed above that this 

mitigation essentially assumes the hydrogeology and modeling completed for the WSA are correct and 

appropriate for this analysis. 

Impact 13-6: Reconfiguration of Squaw Creek and the Olympic Channel 

The DEIR portrays the geomorphic restoration of the Squaw Creek and the Olympic Channel as a positive 

impact unless it is not properly done, so the mitigation is to simply assure that it is done properly.  The 

DEIR makes various claims but provides no analysis to support those claims.   

The DEIR assumes the design objectives (DEIR, p 13-75) will be met therefore the project will be positive.  

The objectives concerning sediment transport and conveyance are difficult to verify and fail to consider 

some downstream impacts.  A broader channel with various flow-slowing snags will capture sediment 

and allow the stream floodplain and banks to grow naturally.  In concept this is correct, as analyzed by 

Shaw et al. (2014). 

Squaw Creek bed load was approximately 80% of the total sediment load in 1988, a year with above-

average flow (Shaw et al. 2014, p 9).  They recognize that the proportion could change during drier 

years.  Sediment load is divided relatively equally between north and south forks, but 25 to 30 percent 
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of total sediment load is from Olympic Channel (Shaw et al. 2014, p 10).  The even split between north 

and south forks seems inconsistent with the fact that the south fork contains geology with more 

erodible volcanics than the north fork. 

The current trapezoidal channel efficiently passes sediment to the downstream meadow which causes 

sedimentation problems there (Shaw et al. 2014, p 12).  There is also some deposition above the north 

and south fork confluence (Id.).  Capturing sediment in the restored channel will decrease sediment 

entering the meadow reach, which could increase the erosive capacity through the meadow.  Flow with 

lower sediment content can be considered “hungry” for additional sediment and disturbed sections of 

the channel in the meadow could more easily erode to satisfy that additional sediment transport 

capacity.  If the restoration increases the flood conveyance capacity, less water will be temporarily 

detained so that flow rates through the meadow could be increased.  Thus, increased flow rates with 

lower sediment concentration could cause more erosion in the meadow.  The DEIR has simply not 

considered these impacts. 

Impact 13-7: Long-term management of runoff volumes, peak flows, and snow storage, and risks of 

potential degradation to water quality. 

Stormflow from the site would decrease slightly due to different flow paths through the site.  Flows 

from above travelling through the site would change very little due to only minor influence of the 

project offsite (DEIR, Table 13-14). These estimate flows were used with the TSS relations to estimate 

TSS loads for various storm return intervals.  Analysis above of Shaw and Roberts (2013) showed how 

the TSS loads may be grossly underestimated due to the misapplication of statistical methods.  However, 

the project will not have large effects on the sediment entering the site.  According to the TMDL 

analysis, the annual sediment delivery from (uncontrollable) undisturbed sources is 14,000 t/y and from 

(controllable) dirt roads and graded ski runs is 9300 and 9000 t/y, respectively (DEIR, Table 13-8).  This 

sediment loading is from sources that would be allowed to pass through the site as “upstream clean” 

runoff through the Mountain Interception and Conveyance System (DEIR, p 13-77).  The 

residential/commercial area generates a sediment flux of just 200 t/y (Id.), so the existing development 

is not a significant cause of the 303(d) listing nor a significant source in the TMDL.  Predicted TSS from 

the main village area (DEIR, Table 13-7) is of similar order of magnitude to the TMDL calculations (DEIR, 

Table 13-8), which indicates the site will have little effect on the TMDLs for the valley.  In fact, the DEIR 

touts the mountain system as preventing the offsite water from entering the onsite LID systems (DEIR, p 

13-79) so that it can treat onsite water better.  Paradoxically, this may have the effect of allowing more 

sediment to pass through the site and into Squaw Creek because the offsite runoff will not receive any 

treatment and therefore may reach the Creek with less sediment removed than there is currently.  The 

DEIR does not consider the ancillary benefits of allowing some offsite water to mix with the onsite 

system. 

The DEIR mentions low impact development (LID) stormwater quality protection measures but, other 

than in passing does not list the measures nor provide any substantial description of an LID measure.  It 

is therefore difficult to review the value of the LID measures and, therefore, the DEIR fails to adequately 

disclose the measures being used to assure that poor water quality does not run off the site. 
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Cumulative Impacts 

Chapter 18 considers cumulative impacts for the project, primarily considering the effect of additional 

development in Olympic Valley on water resources because groundwater development beyond the local 

valley would have no impacts on the water levels within the valley.  The existing water use in the valley 

is 841 af/y, and the Village at Squaw Valley project would add 234 af/y to the use by 2040 (DEIR, Table 

18-11).  Other cumulative projects would add 131 af/y by 2040 for a total of 1205 af/y (Id.).  Simulations 

of the additional pumping increases the groundwater declines over baseline by an additional several 

feet, but the reduction in percent saturation never goes below 65%, so the DEIR concludes the impacts 

of pumping for the cumulative condition is less than significant, as long as the previously mentioned 

mitigation measure is observed.  The WSA discussed many of the water resources’ issues regarding the 

2040 demand, and my review of that document covers those issues. 

Groundwater Model 

The DEIR uses a numerical groundwater model (Hundt and Williams 2014, Hydrometrics 2013, West-

Yost 2003, Williams 2001) to assess the environmental impacts of meeting demand in the Squaw Valley.  

The WSA used this model to assess the ability of the aquifer to meet demand by determining how 

proposed pumping will affect the percent saturation of the aquifer.  The review of the WSA describes 

the conceptual flow model for the area.  Williams (2001) developed the model initially; there have been 

several updates since then (Hydrometrics 2014, 2013a, 2007a and b).  The model is difficult to review 

because no one report thoroughly documents its current structure and accuracy.  However, the 

important aspect is how well it performs today. 

Hydrometrics provided MODFLOW input and output files for three scenarios for review.  The scenarios 

were baseline, calibration, and WSA runs.  I read the MODFLOW files into GWVistas™ to visually review 

the models.  Hydrometrics set hydraulic conductivity equal to 100 for all model cells so it was not 

possible to actually run the model.  The output files were .hds and .cbb files, or head save and cell by cell 

flow files.  Head save files have the water table or potentiometric surface for each cell and cell by cell 

flow files have flows through the six sides of the cell and change in storage for that cells.  Having read 

the MODFLOW files, I could read the hds and cbb files and look at the results graphically.  I could also 

use features in GWVistas™ to consider mass balance analyses, to plot profiles along any transect, and to 

plot flow or flux hydrographs.  For example, I could determine the model recharge for any time step 

over any section of the model. 

The calibration model runs had 237 time step, with the first one being steady state.  The 236 transient 

time steps totaled 7184 days, or 19.68 years.  Based on the location of a 28 day period, for February, the 

first transient period is May 1993.  Starting with the fourth February, leap days were considered.  The 

last month was December 2011.  The Baseline and WSA runs did not start with a steady state simulation.  

The baseline and WSA runs were transient using 228 transient periods. 

Model Structure 

Figure 3 shows layer 1 and a cross section of the model at column 17, on the west end of the model.  

The green line through the middle of the grid is a stream boundary for Squaw Creek including the North 

and South Forks in the far west and a tributary in the meadow.  It is actually divided into numerous 

Stream segments not identified on the figure.  
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Drain cells in yellow cover most of layer 1.  The head in these Drain cells equals the ground surface and 

conductance is very high.  When the groundwater table reaches the ground surface, the Drain boundary 

removes it from the model domain.  These cells are apparently designed to prevent the water level in 

the aquifer from extending above the ground surface, in an effort to simulate rejected recharge (West-

Yost 2003).  The Drain cells remove about half of the recharge in the current model. 

The dark blue boundary on the far east is a constant head boundary for flow through the moraine 

bounding the east end of the valley.  During the calibration run, the discharge through this end in the 

model is about 660 af/y.  The conceptual model estimate for flow through the moraine was 220 af/y 

(Williams 2001).  In 2003 the simulated flow across the moraine for model calibration was 83 af/y.  The 

boundary was originally applied only in layers 2 and 3 (West-Yost 2003, Williams 2001), now is in layer 1.  

I found no description of why layer 1 was added but it may have been necessary to accommodate the 

much larger recharge running through the current model as compared to the earlier model. 

Groundwater contours show a steep water table near the mountain front on the western third of the 

model (Figure 3).  Groundwater would flow perpendicular to the contours, directly toward the center of 

the model domain and the green stream boundary.  This steepness would require substantially lower 

conductivity in that area, but the K in this area (Hundt and Williams 2014, Figure 6) is over 200 ft/d in 

some areas.  The steep contours are not observed in layer 2 (Figure 4).  The thinness of layer 1 near the 

edge, as can be seen in the cross-section (Figure 3), probably reduces the transmissivity which requires 

the steep gradient.  Layer 2 is no flow, and the groundwater contour in layer 1 is actually lower than the 

bottom of the layer.  This probably does not cause a problem with the overall simulation results, but it 

does suggest localized water balance issues in the west end of the model. 

 

Figure 3: Screen capture of Squaw Valley model layer 1 and cross-section along column 17 
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Figure 4 shows the plan for layer 2 and a longitudinal profile along row #17.  The dark blue boundary on 

the east is the constant head boundary as discussed for layer 1.  There is also one cell of stream 

boundary in the in the middle toward the bottom (south) of the layer.  It lies adjacent to the boundary 

cells in layer 1, and has flows similar to that stream reach, so it is probably part of that stream reach.  

The figure also shows one GHB cell in the north boundary on the east.  Flow through GHB cells are minor 

and this boundary is probably irrelevant.  The cross section shows the changes in thickness of the alluvial 

aquifer varies substantially.  The aquifer thickness would help control the location that water enters and 

leaves the stream by constricting the thickness of the alluvium and the area of the cross-section through 

which the groundwater flows.  The area just west of the meadow where groundwater levels become 

higher and intersect with the stream bottom corresponds with the west end of the thinner section just 

west of the middle of the cross-section (Figure 4). 

The purple line about a third of the distance east from the west boundary is a fault, or slurry wall as 

modeled in GWVistas™ as 1 foot thick with K= 0.3603 ft/d, which is not very impermeable but is 

significantly less conductive than the K values in the model cells around, which are generally greater 

than 14 ft/d and range to greater than 200 ft/d.  The fault appears in all three layers.  It apparently 

flattens the groundwater table west of the fault and causes a several foot step to lower levels east of the 

fault. 

 

Figure 4: Screen capture of Squaw Valley model layer 2 and profile along row 17. 

Layer 3 does not extend as far to the west (Figure 5) as does the layer 1 and 2 model domain (Figures 3 

and 4).  Hundt and Williams (2014) Figure 1 shows the bottom elevation of layer 2 in the west is 

approximately the same as layer 3 just to the east.  The profile in Figure 4 shows that layer 3 pinches to 

west but the aquifer thickness undulates but averages the same as further east.  This western area is the 
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location of many of the pumping wells, so this domain configuration would require that most wells 

pump from just layer 2.  Pumping may be more efficient this way because water would not have to flow 

between layers which would be limited by the vertical anisotropy; this could minimize the drawdown 

caused by the wells.  Now that the model uses MNW routine for wells, the pumping can be as efficient 

from two as from one layer so the model should have layer 3 extend as far west as layer 2 to better 

account for differing vertical conductivity. 

Groundwater contours in the cross-section at column 109 suggest a vertical circulation from layer 1 near 

the boundary through layer 3 and back to discharge to the stream in layer 1 (Figure 5). 

 

Figure 5: Screen capture of Squaw Valley model layer 3 and cross-section along column 109. 

Figure 6 shows how Williams defined recharge zones and Figure 7 shows the most recent (Hundt and 

Williams 2014) variation.  Recharge zones are specified flux boundaries, meaning the modeler specifies 

the rate in length/time.  Williams (2001) apparently set constant values (Figure 6) meaning that water 

entered the model distributed evenly over the area of the zone.  Recharge as applied to the model 

apparently includes many sources of water, including distributed recharge from precipitation on the 

spot, irrigation, leaks from sewer pipes, and others.  Currently, recharge is estimated as a percent of 

monthly precipitation as discussed below.  Zone 9 (Figure 7) covers the current development which 

means the model assumes recharge through the parking lots, which is impossible.  The differing zones 

along the edges of the domain suggests simulation of mountain front recharge. 
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Figure 6:  Williams, Figure 32 showing recharge zones. 

 

Figure 7:  Hundt and Williams (2014) recharge zones. 
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Distribution of recharge through the year depends on the availability of precipitation or snowmelt, so 

Hundt and Williams (2014) distributed precipitation availability during winter as 50% of precipitation 

during the month it occurs and 25% in the following two months.  All precipitation which falls in 

December is available to recharge by the end of February; all precipitation in February is available for 

recharge by the end of April.  March percentages are 60 and 40%, respectively, so all March 

precipitation is also available to recharge by the end of April.  From April through November, all 

recharge occurs during the month the precipitation falls.  I use “available” with recharge because it will 

runoff if there is no soil moisture capacity available.  It seems unreasonable to assume that all December 

precipitation melts and recharges by the end of February; this could cause the simulated water levels to 

recover too soon. More importantly, the excessive precipitation estimate drives the recharge used in the 

model. 

Figure 3 in Hundt and Williams (2014) show precipitation and delayed infiltration in inches (presumably 

per month) but is unclear whether each value is actual recharge or precipitation.  I plotted two years of 

recharge from the model files for recharge zone 9 (Figure 7); the values the model tries to input into the 

aquifer exceed an inch per day during winter months (Jan-93) and also during Oct-94, a month during 

which all precipitation is available for recharge. 

Figure 8 shows the monthly recharge variation as simulated from 1993 through 2011 by month in the 

calibration model.  Some months there is barely any recharge, with values less than 20,000 ft3/day, and 

other months more than 3,000,000 ft3/ day (Figure 9).  The currently estimated recharge converts to 

about 3900 af/y, which is much larger than that used in the first editions of the model, which were 688 

af/y (West-Yost 2003, Williams 2001).  The current recharge amount is a gross overestimate due to the 

gross overestimate of precipitation. 

 

Figure 8:  Recharge to model zone 9 for the first two years of the baseline simulation, converted to in/day. 
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Figure 9:  Recharge to the model domain, by month, for the calibration run from 1993 to 2011. 

Williams (2001, p 19) simulated inflow from the bedrock using general head boundaries (GHBs).  Recent 

studies have concluded little water enters the basin from the bedrock, therefore simulating this with a 

GHB is inappropriate.  GHB flow in the current water balance is miniscule, but there is really no reason 

for these boundaries to continue to be in the model. 

Hundt and Williams (2014) estimated conductivity using pilot points, a method which essentially 

establishes parameter fields across the model domain.  The methodology needs more description than 

provided in the report (Hundt and Williams 2014, p 11).  The number of wells used for calibration does 

not seem to be sufficient to create up to 78 pilot points per layer for calibration (Id.). The resulting 

parameter fields do not resemble hydrogeologic patterns, however, as can be seen on the circular 

patterns shown on Figures 10 and 11.  Figure 10 shows circular areas with horizontal conductivity 

exceeding 100 ft/d in the middle of areas with conductivity much less than 100 ft/d.  Vertical anisotropy 

has fewer circular zones, but those that occur in layers 2 and 3 are areas where the model will simulate 

very little vertical flow.  It is also very unusual to have the very high anisotropy in surface layers (layer 1 

in Figure 11) because surface formations tend to be sorted rather than exhibiting continuous layers. 
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Figure 10: Figure 12 from Hundt and Williams (2014) showing the distribution of horizontal hydraulic 
conductivity. 

 

Figure 11: Figure 13 from Hundt and Williams (2014) showing vertical anisotropy, or the ratio of 
horizontal to vertical conductivity. 
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The model calibration also reveals inaccuracies in the model.  Hundt and Williams (2014) considered the 

model “calibrated when simulated results match the measured data within an acceptable measure of 

accuracy, and when successive calibration attempts did not notably improve the calibration statistics” (p 

10).  Usually, calibration is considered complete when various test statistics are minimized to less than a 

specified value.  Hundt and Williams Figure 11 and the test statistics show that the new calibration is 

pretty good, although they utilized more than one observation from each well which raises questions 

about the independence of the observations.  Groundwater levels at a well are highly autocorrelated 

which means individual observations are not independent. Using a set of observations for each well may 

be a form of pseudoreplication which could artificially improve the test statistics, especially if the 

observations are made frequently. 

Hydrographs of simulated water levels are best used for simple graphical comparison.  The hydrographs 

often indicate potential problems not indicated by calibration test statistics or scatter plots.  Simulated 

water levels in some wells are consistently higher or lower than the observations, apparently by as much 

as ten feet.  This is a problem if the areas of over or underestimation affects flows to the creek or the 

thickness of the saturated zone.  There is insufficient information to assess these effects. 

The discussion on stream conductance is very confusing – the statement “[t]he final values obtained 

from calibration equate to average streambed hydraulic conductivity values of 1.1x10-3 feet per day and 

1 foot per day” (Hundt and Williams 2014, p 12) is confusing.  It is impossible to know what these values 

refer to – the two values differ by three orders of magnitude.  There is no information regarding 

discharge to the stream, which conductance would control.  The calibration file shows that conductance 

in the stream boundary is based on a one-foot thickness with conductivity from about 10 to 75 feet per 

day.  The conductance for each cell then would depend on the cell size.  The values used are high 

enough that conductance does not limit flow into or from the stream boundary. 

Water Balance 

The model report should present final water budget amounts, including recharge, pumping, and 

discharge to the stream, but the reports since 2003 have not done so other than to show graphs of 

recharge similar to the ones I constructed below.  Hundt and Williams (2014) only mention water budget 

in reference to small changes being made to the recharge input regarding sewer leakage (Id., p 7).  A 

graph showing where the model simulates flow to or from the stream is essential, and should be 

completed for representative time periods (wet conditions, late summer baseflow conditions).  This 

section considers those water balance issues.  

Water balance hydrographs for all fluxes were downloaded from the provided output files for each of 

the runs – calibration, baseline, and WSA.  Recharge, drain outflow, well outflow, stream outflow, and 

CH out (constant head outflow) were the largest fluxes for the three scenarios (Table 1, Figure 12). The 

recharge, about 3900 af/y, is much larger than that used in the first editions of the model, which had 

been estimated at 688 af/y (West-Yost 2003, Williams 2001), probably due to the overestimated 

precipitation.  

Drain outflow, simply water being removed from the model surface, exceeds the fluxes to the well and 

stream; this of course suggests much water remains that could be exploited in the model; the Drain out 

flow is not simulated as streamflow so it is not possible to compare it to measured streamflows.  

GWVistas™ allows the user to observe flux from each Drain model cell, but it is difficult to display in a 
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figure; most Drain flux occurs during wet years or months (Figure 12) and observations of the locations 

on the GWVistas™ screen show that most Drain flux occurs very near the stream in the west and over 

much of the meadow in the east.  During dry periods Drain flux occurs east in the meadow if at all.  

Because the Drain boundary is set equal to the ground surface elevation, the water table at these 

discharging cells is slightly above ground surface.   

Constant head discharge barely changes between scenarios (Table 1), which reflects the fact the 

boundary is in the far east end of the model domain, away from the pumpage. 

Small fluxes include GHB in, Stream in, and GHB out, at 3, 229, and 0.4 af/y (Figure 13).  The GHB flux is 

not important, which reflects the fact that fractured bedrock flow is not a significant part of the water 

balance (Moran 2013).  Stream in is less than a third of the Stream out value, which means the model 

simulates much more flow to the stream than from the stream, and the streams in the model provide 

only a small amount of recharge from the stream.  However, as noted above, increasing pumpage does 

induce flow from the stream to the model domain. 

Table 1: Average water balance fluxes for the calibration, baseline, and WSA model simulation.  Diff is the difference between 
baseline and WSA.  All values are acre-feet/year.  Flux terms are described in the text. 

Flux terms Calibration Baseline WSA Diff 

CH out -660.3 -659.9 -659.6 -0.2 

Drain out -1871.0 -1868.7 -1755.3 -113.4 

GHB in 3.1 3.1 3.1 0.0 

GHB out -0.4 -0.4 -0.4 0.0 

Recharge 3903.4 3881.0 3928.2 -47.3 

Storage in 585.2 574.3 650.4 -76.1 

Storage out -579.1 -581.4 -654.8 73.4 

Stream in 229.6 249.7 364.4 -114.7 

Stream out -921.2 -887.2 -741.6 -145.6 

Well out -690.1 -710.8 -1137.8 427.0 

Wells in 0.9 0.3 3.3 -3.0 

Total out 4722.1 4708.3 4949.5 
 Total in -4722.1 -4708.3 -4949.5 
 Error 0.03 0.02 0.02 
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Figure 12: Hydrograph of model fluxes for the calibration model run.  This figure shows the larger fluxes; see Figure 13 for the 
smaller fluxes. 

 

Figure 13: Hydrograph of model fluxes for the calibration model run.  This figure shows the smaller fluxes; see Figure 12 for the 
larger fluxes 
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Well out for baseline is close to observed pumping from 1993 through 2011, not including water sources 

from the horizontal bedrock wells (Table 1, Figure 12).  It is similar to the well pumpage for the 

calibration run except the observed pumpage for calibration is more variable (Figure 14).  Pumpage for 

the WSA is close to the anticipated 2040 demand and is almost the same from year to year (Figure 14).  

The difference between Well out for Baseline and for WSA is the pumpage expected for the project, or 

about 427 af/y in the model (Table 1, fifth column). 

Increasing pumpage by an average 427 af/y draws water from other fluxes.  The largest changes are to 

both Stream in and Stream out, meaning that more and less water draws from the stream and 

discharges to the stream, respectively.  The decreased discharge to the Drain boundary reflects a 

decreased water level in the alluvial aquifer.  Discharge to the stream decreases the most, and discharge 

to the Drains and induced recharge from the streams are about the same in second place.  

Recharge controls the discharge to the Drains and to the streams (Figure 12).  The observed pumpage 

during the calibration run was a small proportion of the recharge, much less than 20%.  If recharge were 

still estimated as it was in 2003, the calibration pumpage would be very close to the recharge.  The 

overestimate of recharge effectively controls the large amount of discharge to the streams and to the 

drains.  

Curiously, recharge to the model increased by 47.3 af/y from the baseline to the WSA run.  It is probably 

because the modelers included some additional recharge from onsite sources such as sewage or 

irrigation return flow, but the additional recharge effectively accounts for 10% of the additional 

pumpage.  As shown on Figure 15, the increase primarily occurs during the low recharge portion of the 

year.  Additional recharge during late summer would enter the aquifer and counter the ongoing 

drawdown, since even with the excessive recharge simulated for this model significant drawdown 

occurs during late summer. 

 

Figure 14:  Hydrograph of model pumpage for the three scenarios. 
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Figure 15: Hydrograph of simulated recharge for the baseline and WSA model runs.  Calibration recharge is almost exactly equal 
to the baseline recharge. 

Water flowing in and out of storage increases with pumpage too, but changes in Storage in and out 

effectively cancel each other.  For the calibration run, storage in and storage out were approximately 

equal at 582 and 576 af/y, respectively, as they should be over a long time period; the small difference 

indicates the aquifer has lost a small amount of water with time since Storage in means water leaving 

storage and entering the water balance calculation.  The flux is similar for the baseline run because the 

amounts are similar.  For the WSA scenario, the amount has increased by from 73 to 76 af/y (Table *) 

reflecting the increased movement of water from and to storage. 

Figures 16 and 17 show examples of inflow and cumulative streamflow to the stream for periods during 

which the upstream inflow is vastly different (less than 40,000 ft3/d for Oct, 2011 (Figure 16) and greater 

than 3,000,000 ft3/d during June, 1994 (Figure 17))1.  The steps in the graphs reflect the two confluences 

in the stream boundary (Figure 3).  During the drier period, little flow added to the stream from the 

south at the upstream most confluence (Figure 16).  For the upper 5000 feet, the stream generally lost 

flow, from about 40,000 to 30,000 ft3/day.  From about 5000 to 7200 feet, or about the eastern 

confluence (which is in the meadow), about 20,000 ft3/d discharge to the stream.  A step of almost 

80,000 ft3/d added to the stream at the confluence.  Below that it increased relatively steadily about 

another 20,000 ft3/d. The flow magnitude is much higher in the wetter period (Figure 17), so small 

changes are difficult to see.  Groundwater discharged to the reach through the domain but the main 

changes were at the confluence.  During the wetter period, flow almost doubled at the upper 

confluence which reflects the large surface water flow simulated to enter the model domain.  The 

stream trended up about 200,000 ft3/d between confluences and then stepped up about 100,000 ft3/d 

                                                 
1 The graphs in Figures 16 and 17 have been adjusted to accommodate a model coding error.  The model input files 
did not show stream segment 3 as a tributary to segment 10.  This error applies only for the calibration files 
because there is no stream segment 10 in the baseline and WSA runs. 
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in the meadow.  The small step reflects that reach carrying only discharge from the groundwater into 

the short reach before it joins the main stream.  In general, the stream boundary performs similar to 

that expected from the streamflow synoptic studies (Hydrometrics 2013c), although the model was 

calibrated only at the upstream and downstream end (Taylor and Reilly 2014). 

 

Figure 16: Streamflow along the stream boundary for conditions in October 2011 for the calibration run. 

 

Figure 17: Streamflow along the stream boundary for conditions in June 1994, for the calibration run. 
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Consequences of Increased Simulated Recharge 

I have mentioned several times through this review that the DEIR and WSA use an incorrect 

precipitation estimate for Squaw Valley, based on a faulty precipitation reading for the Squaw Valley 

Snotel site, overestimating precipitation by about three times.  Simulated recharge increased from 

about 680 to 3800 af/y from modeling completed in 2003 to modeling completed in 2014 due to 

consideration of this additional precipitation.  During some months much more than a foot of water 

enters the aquifer.  Now, much more water runs through the model than when the model was first 

conceptualized and parameterized.  The calibrated hydraulic conductivity had to be increased by an 

order of magnitude to allow more water through the aquifer while maintaining observed water levels.  

The amount of drawdown simulated by pumping with higher conductivity is less than with lower 

conductivity, so the model accommodates more pumping with less drawdown and less environmental 

effect on the river than before when a lower recharge had been used. 

About half of the recharge leaves the model through Drain cells as rejected recharge.  Additional 

simulated project pumping can simply use this rejected recharge rather than causing additional 

drawdown.   The earlier model reports (West Yost 2003) do not report the amount leaving through 

Drain cells, but they may have been combining it with stream discharge; either way the amount would 

have been much less than currently simulated to leave the model. 

Flow through the moraine, modeled as a constant head boundary, on the east end increased by four 

times due to the additional recharge.  It scarcely changes due to increased pumping which indicates the 

pumping is able to draw water from other sources. 

Precipitation generally becomes available to recharge in October.  The extra precipitation primarily 

allows recharge to substantially recover the aquifer in October and allows the recharge to replenish 

ongoing pumping later in the spring and early summer.  The overall effect of the overestimated 

precipitation is to limit the time the stream is dry and groundwater levels are deeper than threshold 

values.  This effect will increase as pumping rates increase because the excess recharge can simply 

replace the pumping when it occurs. 

In summary the recharge overestimate provides much more water over a longer time period which 

offset pumping demands and causes the model to have a much higher conductivity so that less 

drawdown occurs for the pumping.  It generally causes the DEIR to grossly underestimate the effects of 

increased pumping on the aquifer. 

Climate Change 

The DEIR has a chapter concerning climate, but it mostly deals with greenhouse gas emissions from the 

project.  The chapter notes potential changes in snowfall and runoff due to climate change, but there is 

no consideration of climate change with future groundwater model simulations or other consideration 

of the effect of climate change on the hydrogeology of the valley or how climate change will combine 

with the project to significantly impact the environment.  The WSA acknowledges the climate change 

could change the patterns of runoff, but also does not complete any simulations that include expected 

changes in recharge.  In fact, the WSA notes there is so much recharge due to the incorrect precipitation 

estimate that the changes in timing will not matter. 
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Climate change is likely to affect precipitation and snowmelt timing in ways that will lengthen the dry, or 

no-recharge, period of a year.  As the snow shifts to rain and snowmelt occurs earlier, there will likely be 

longer periods during the summer during which there is no runoff recharging the aquifer, which will 

increase the seasonal period during which drawdown can affect the aquifer.  Climate change may not 

change the precipitation but will provide for less available water during the later dry part of the 

summer. 
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ATTACHMENT 1 

Squaw Valley G.c. (784) 
 California SNOTEL Site - 8029 ft 

 

 
 
 

Oct Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep 

 
Precipitation Precipitation Precipitation Precipitation Precipitation Precipitation Precipitation Precipitation Precipitation Precipitation Precipitation Precipitation 

 
Increment Increment Increment Increment Increment Increment Increment Increment Increment Increment Increment Increment 

 - - - - - - - - - - - - 

 
Snow-adj Snow-adj Snow-adj Snow-adj Snow-adj Snow-adj Snow-adj Snow-adj Snow-adj Snow-adj Snow-adj Snow-adj 

 (in) (in) (in) (in) (in) (in) (in) (in) (in) (in) (in) (in) Total 

1980 
           

2 

 1981 1.9 3.7 5.3 13 6.3 11.5 2.1 3.6 0.5 0 0 1.1 49 

1982 8.2 24 24 16.1 10.8 25.9 14.7 0.8 3 0.2 0.4 8.3 136.4 

1983 10.4 15.2 17.8 14.2 25.4 17.7 15.3 2.1 1.2 0.7 2 2.7 124.7 

1984 5.8 23.5 22 1.5 5.8 8.8 4.8 2 3.2 1.1 0.6 0.2 79.3 

1985 5 15.9 2.1 1.2 7 9.1 2.4 0.3 0.4 0.9 0 4.5 48.8 

1986 3.5 11.7 9.1 10.6 30.4 11.1 2.6 1.1 0.1 0.2 0 5.7 86.1 

1987 0.8 1.6 2.6 7.7 11.2 9.5 1.2 1.6 0.8 0.1 0.1 0.2 37.4 

1988 1.9 4 12.4 12.7 0.8 1.5 3.1 3.9 0.9 1.3 0.3 0.2 43 

1989 0.2 18.3 10.9 3.4 8.1 19.6 2.6 2.2 2.4 0 2.4 4.9 75 

1990 6.2 4.8 0.1 8 12.2 3.8 3.8 6.9 0.9 0.5 0.8 2.5 50.5 

1991 1.8 1.7 3.2 1.4 3.1 24.2 3.2 4.8 1.1 0.5 0.2 0.7 45.9 

1992 6.1 4.9 3.8 1.7 15.5 3.1 1.7 0.8 3.6 1 0.9 0.5 43.6 

1993 6.8 1.3 29.4 29.6 26.7 7.7 3.4 3.4 2.5 0.5 0.4 0.3 112 

1994 4.9 5.1 6.5 4.2 15.1 2.1 3.5 3.1 0.4 0 0 1.2 46.1 

1995 1.6 16.5 15.2 36 2.4 33.7 11.9 4.6 0.6 0 0 0 122.5 

1996 0 1.5 15.6 27.3 17 17.1 4.7 8.9 0.3 0.7 0.2 1.3 94.6 

1997 3.3 12.7 53 29.3 5.1 2.8 3.6 1 3.8 0.2 0.2 0.2 115.2 

1998 4.1 6.9 5.7 24.5 30.5 12.6 5.4 6.1 2.6 0.8 1.3 4.5 105 

1999 1.6 14.3 4.4 20.5 23.6 6.3 5.3 2.2 1.3 0 1.8 0.2 81.5 
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2000 4.3 5.7 4.1 20.6 23.5 3.9 3.5 4.6 0.4 0 0 2.2 72.8 

2001 5.5 3.6 7.1 5.3 11.1 3.6 6.5 1 0.2 0 0 0.9 44.8 

2002 1.8 12.3 27.2 6.6 5.4 14.2 4 2.2 0 0 0 0 73.7 

2003 0.3 12.3 24.7 9.5 3.1 6.5 13.1 3.6 0.3 0.2 1.8 0.4 75.8 

2004 1.8 5.1 23.3 7.1 12.5 2.3 3.1 2.1 0.3 0.2 0.1 0.5 58.4 

2005 8.6 4 18.4 18.5 7.8 16 5 10.7 3.5 0.2 0.3 0.7 93.7 

2006 2.6 8.4 34.4 17.6 8.8 15.9 13.2 1.8 0.2 0.3 0.2 0.2 103.6 

2007 0.4 9.8 8.8 2.7 18.2 2.6 4.5 2.2 0.5 0.3 0.6 1.5 52.1 

2008 5.4 1.4 9.3 17.5 8.6 4 0.7 2.8 0 0.7 0.3 0 50.7 

2009 3.6 6.9 13.8 4.1 13.3 13.1 2.3 7.1 2.4 0.2 0.9 0 67.7 

2010 6.8 2.7 13.6 11.3 5.6 10.5 8.7 5 1.6 0 0 0.1 65.9 

2011 13.2 12.5 23.1 1.8 7.5 20.5 8.1 4.8 4 0 0.1 0.3 95.9 

2012 5.8 2.8 0.2 9.1 5 19.3 5.1 0.6 0.9 0.9 0.5 0.5 50.7 

2013 5.4 11.7 16.4 1.5 0.9 4.3 1.8 3.1 2.8 1.4 0.5 2.1 51.9 

2014 1.4 1.2 2.8 3.8 13.9 5.9 4.1 1.2 0.3 0.3 0.7 2.3 37.9 

690582.4  
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Summary 

The Olympic Valley aquifer is small compared to the demand imposed on it, with recharge from rainfall 

on the alluvial valley, runoff in streams onto the alluvial valley including from Squaw Creek, and from 

mountain runoff percolating into the aquifer at the mountain front.  During runoff periods, stream 

reaches in the western part of the valley percolate water to the aquifer and groundwater levels rise.  As 

runoff and stream water level decreases, groundwater begins to discharge into the creek maintaining 

flows for a period.  The stream in this area has been channelized such that the stream bottom is lower 

than it had been prior to channelization.  Groundwater discharges to the stream probably more 

frequently than it did prior to channelization and therefore naturally lowers easily to the bottom of the 

stream channel.  Late in the summer season in most years, the groundwater level falls below the stream 

bottom so that groundwater discharge to the stream ceases.  Pumping in this area increases the rate 

that groundwater levels decrease.  Rapid recharge of the first runoff in the fall causes the groundwater 

level to rise rapidly.   

Further east is a meadow and a non-channelized, meandering stream.  Through this area, the stream 

gains flow from groundwater discharge most of the time and groundwater levels remain high most of 

the year.  There is little pumping in the middle of the meadow to cause drawdown and affect 

streamflow. 

Because the stream in the west part of the valley already reaches dry or near-dry conditions, 

groundwater development currently increases the time period that low flow conditions occur.  

Additional development could draw groundwater levels deeper than previously experienced and extend 

the length of stream reaches affected by low flows and probably lengthen the time during the fall until 

recovering groundwater levels restore flows to the stream.  Climate change that causes the proportion 

of precipitation to fall as rainfall to increase and snowmelt to occur earlier will increase the length of the 

dry part of summer during which the groundwater does not discharge to Squaw Creek in the western 

part of the valley. 

The WSA estimated project and non-project water demands for the next 25 years, commencing in 2015.  

The annual average occupancy rate of 55.2% was determined based on just the recession period 2009 



 

2 
 

through 2011 when occupancy would have been lower than average.  Although the per capita demand 

of 100 gpd could be inaccurate, underestimating occupancy by up to 80% would cause a much higher 

error in the total demand estimate.  There is simply insufficient description of how the commercial 

water use demand, rated at 0.24 gpd/sf, was estimated so its effect on total demand is unclear.  

Demand timing, with more of the total 1135 af/y demand occurring in late summer after recharge, could 

affect the water sufficiency estimates more than expected if these potential errors occur.  More demand 

especially in late summer would cause even more drawdown lengthening dry periods and the length of 

dry stream.  Significant drawdown could carry over from year to year during dry periods and cause 

significant water supply issues.  

The WSA considers water supply sufficiency based on maintaining saturated thickness at 65% of the 

maximum saturated thickness.  The maximum saturated thickness is considered to be historic 

conditions, including the existing pumping, with no consideration of whether the aquifer is currently 

stressed.  It was determined with model simulations of existing pumping.  The 65% of maximum 

saturated thickness is an operational limit which maintains well pumping efficiency and is meaningless 

with respect to basinwide groundwater management, such as maintaining a yield or not causing other 

deleterious impacts to the basin. 

The test for water supply sufficiency involved groundwater modeling of pumping the expected 2040 

demand from existing and proposed new wells.  The modeling used nine new municipal wells even 

though the WSA determined that only six would be needed.  This spread the pumping over more wells 

than will occur so that the average pumping rate per well was actually lower than the existing pumping 

rate in some cases.  Their simulation shows that the 65% criteria is met on average over the well field 

and for individual wells although percent saturation varies widely.  The analysis of water sufficiency does 

not account for changes in streamflow that occur because of a connection between surface and 

groundwater or changes in wetland conditions.  It would be useful to compare both existing baseline 

and project future WSA 2040 conditions with a simulated no development condition in the valley to 

show just how development has affected true natural conditions.  

Recharge depends on the precipitation in the valley reaching the valley flow, but the high mountain 

precipitation reported in the WSA is grossly wrong, being estimated as 263 inches per year for 1993 

through 2011.  The Snotel site for the valley shows that that the annual average for that period is 80.6 

in/y.  If all 263 inches fell as snow at a 1:10 ratio it would be 219 feet of snow.  This erroneous 

precipitation estimate is prominent in documents and analyses since 2011.  This large amount of 

precipitation is about 50 times the water demand so the WSA concludes there will always be sufficient 

water for the project. 

Analysis of pump test data allowed the suggestion that only a small proportion of pumpage would draw 

from the creek if they use 8-hour pumping cycles.  This ignores that drawdown that exists when 

pumpage ceases will continue to draw streamflow into the aquifer. 

There is no consideration of climate change with future simulations, although it is likely to affect 

precipitation and snowmelt timing in ways that will lengthen the dry, or no-recharge, period of a year.  

As the snow shifts to rain and snowmelt occurs earlier, there will likely be longer periods during the 

summer during which there is no runoff recharging the aquifer, which will increase the seasonal period 

during which drawdown can affect the aquifer.  Changing climatic conditions expected in the 21st 

century renders bare reliance on the recent historical record insufficient to assure adequate future 
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supplies.  The WSA should acknowledge this fact and simulate groundwater pumping under conditions 

representative of future climate change scenarios.  As it is, the simulations of future conditions 

considering the period 1993 to 2011 does not even include the ongoing 2012 to present drought.  The 

WSA results should be amended to include simulations that at least include the ongoing drought to be 

more realistic. 

The Olympic Valley aquifer groundwater appears to be flowing in a subterranean stream, in that (1) 

there is a subsurface channel present, (2) the channel has relatively impermeable bed and bands, (3) the 

course of the channel is known, and (4) groundwater flows in the channel.  The Olympic Valley aquifer is 

alluvium that lies in a glacial-carved valley of granitic bedrock.  The granitic bedrock forms a subsurface 

channel and defines its banks.  Groundwater flows in the aquifer from west to east where it discharges 

in Squaw Creek or the Truckee River.  The groundwater in the aquifer originates almost exclusively from 

recharge into the alluvium from snowmelt or runoff in Squaw Creek or a tributary and is less than a year 

old.  Very little groundwater enters the aquifer from bedrock fractures in the alluvium. 

Introduction 

This technical memorandum reviews the Water Supply Assessment (WSA) for the Village at Squaw 

Valley Specific Plan (Farr West Engineering et al. 2014) (hereinafter WSA).  The WSA estimates the 

current water usage from the Olympic Valley aquifer, projects increased demand for the Village at 

Squaw Valley and other reasonably foreseeable development, discusses the most recent hydrogeology 

studies for the aquifer including revisions of a numerical groundwater model, and estimates whether 

the water supply will meet the water demand until 2040 for the proposed project and other 

development using the numerical groundwater model.  This memorandum reviews the adequacy of the 

hydrogeology assessment, the conceptual flow model for the Olympic Valley aquifer, the numerical 

groundwater model, the current and future demand for water, and the supply sufficiency analysis.  The 

memorandum reviews the WSA and supporting documents completed since 2001, although specific 

issues of those reports and the groundwater model are discussed only in regard to usefulness of the 

current WSA 

The first step in understanding the hydrogeology of an aquifer is to write a conceptual flow model (CFM) 

for the aquifer; that is the first section of this review.  The review of the CFM includes specific sections 

regarding recharge, precipitation, and stream/aquifer interactions.  Then, there are sections on water 

supply sufficiency, water demand, and specific criticisms of the groundwater model.  There have been 

some substantial changes in thinking about the aquifer with time.  The review focuses on the current 

considerations of the CFM but it some cases it is essential to consider how thinking on various issues 

evolved over time. 

Conceptual Flow Model 

The development of a CFM is the first step in understanding the hydrogeology of an aquifer or 

groundwater basin, herein defined as Olympic Valley including the mountain side slopes draining to the 

valley.  A CFM is simply a description of the flow paths through an aquifer including the geologic 

formations, from recharge to discharge, quantifying flow rates where possible. 

Olympic Valley is glacially carved and about 2.5 miles long by 0.4 miles wide.  The valley drains ridges of 

the Sierra Nevada east to the Truckee River.  The total area is 5146 acres with the Olympic Valley floor 
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being 701 acres so that the remaining 87% of the valley is mountain slopes and uplands.  The Olympic 

Valley Groundwater Basin (Basin # 6-108 by the Cal DWR) (hereinafter “basin”) consists of 

unconsolidated, predominantly alluvial sediments, which the WSA divides into three units (WSA, p 5-4).  

In general, unit one in the west is very shallow, up to 20 feet below ground surface (bgs), and consists of 

fine sand and silt.  Unit 2 is below unit 1 and composed of gravel and sand becoming finer to the east, 

toward the meadow.  It somewhat grades into unit 3 in the eastern portion of the basin in the meadows.  

There is an upward gradient from depth for flow to Squaw Creek, with average water levels in 

piezometers more than 100 feet below ground surface in May 1986 being up to six feet above Squaw 

Creek on both the north and south sides of the creek (Figure 1).  In the western portion of the valley 

including the well fields, high water levels vary annually more than six feet (Figures 2 and 3).  There is 

typically significant seasonal drawdown but 1994-1995 provides an example of how widely groundwater 

levels may vary in a calendar year. During fall 1994 after a dry year, the drawdown was up to ten feet 

below the normal drawdown but after a very wet winter a substantial recovery occurred in spring 1995, 

with groundwater levels up to six feet above the normal levels (Figures 2 and 3).  During most years 

aquifer water level recovery is not to a completely full condition which occurs only during very wet 

years.   

 

Figure 18:  Figure 10 from Williams (2001) showing peizometric surface for the Olympic Valley aquifer, 
mostly on the east end of the valley.  The 2-foot contours show a distinct flow pattern from the aquifer 
toward the creek reflecting a gaining stream.  The highest contour, in the southwest end is 6184 feet 
above mean sea level. 
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Figure 19:  Figure 8 from Williams (2001) showing groundwater levels for SVPSD well #2. 

 

Figure 20:  Figure 9 from Williams (2001) showing groundwater levels for SVPSD well #2. 
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Precipitation 

The high mountain precipitation reported in the WSA, Table 3-1, is grossly wrong.  The table claims the 

high mountain precipitation, as snowwater equivalent, is 263 inches per year for 1993 through 2011.  

The actual data from the snotel site, Squaw Valley at 8029 feet2, shows that that the annual averages for 

the periods 1981-2014, 1981-2011, and 1993 -2011 are 73.3, 75.9, and 80.6 in/y, respectively.  

Attachment 1 shows a summary of the data.  Note that 263 inches is 21.9 feet of precipitation which at a 

1:10 ratio would be 219 feet of snow.  It is not clear where the WSA obtained such high values, but they 

are clearly wrong.  The choice of years used in the WSA, 1993 – 2011, is the wettest of the actual record.  

This extreme precipitation has been used in all of the studies cited in the WSA since 2011.  An annual 

precipitation map for Olympic Valley in 2007 (Hydrometrics 2007a) shows that annual precipitation 

varies from about 43 in/y in the east to 57 in/y in the higher elevation western portion.  

In the climate change discussion, the WSA (p 7-2) uses the wrong precipitation estimates to estimate 

there is 60,194 af/y of precipitation in the overall watershed which over 5146 acres the depth would be 

11.7 feet.  The WSA argues that because snowmelt is this high, significant changes due to climate 

change would not affect the availability of water.  Because the precipitation estimate is grossly wrong, 

this argument is based on grossly wrong assumptions and should be rejected. 

Recharge 

Recharge is precipitation or snowmelt that percolates through the soil to the groundwater table.  In 

general, the precipitation either runs off the soil because it falls faster than it can infiltrate into the soil 

or it enters the soil.  Infiltrating water either evapotranspires or passes the root zone to enter the 

groundwater as recharge.  Precipitation also runs off because the soil pores are full as rejected recharge. 

Recharge to the alluvial aquifer in Squaw Valley occurs in several ways.  There is precipitation that 

recharges where it falls, percolation from streams flowing across the basin, and at the mountainfront 

where runoff from the mountains encounter high permeability unconsolidated sediments.  Figure 4 

shows a general circulation of groundwater recharging on the streambanks and mountain front.  The 

Olympic Valley basin also has numerous anthropogenic sources including recharge of irrigation water 

and leaks from pipes (WSA). 

                                                 
2 http://www.wcc.nrcs.usda.gov/nwcc/site?sitenum=784.  The data were obtained as monthly values for each year 
since 1980.  The annual averages were for water years, October through September. 
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Figure 21:  Figure 10 from Hydrometrics (2014). Hydrometrics (2014) suggests mountain front recharge 

on the north side of the valley circulates to different levels, with some inflowing to Squaw Creek, but 

only on the north side.  Water seeps from the creek and continues southward from the stream; this is 

supported by the water loss surveys.  More water enters than leaves the stream, so synoptic surveys 

find the stream is gaining in these reaches. There is no evidence that water at depth, flowing from the 

north, continues southward under the creek. 

Mountainfront recharge occurs in zones around the valley at near 6350 feet and, based on isotope and 

geochemical analyses (Moran 2013), provides the largest proportion of basinwide recharge.  Upward 

gradients observed in deep piezometers reflect the deeply circulating mountain front recharge that 

ultimately discharges to the creek (Hydrometrics 2014) (Figure 4).  No evidence supports the idea that 

the upward gradient also means that deep groundwater does not flow upward due to there being 

“some level of confinement in the deeper aquifer” (Hydrometrics 2014, p 3).   

Water recharges from Squaw Creek into the aquifer during runoff periods, mostly in the western portion 

of the aquifer (Hydrometrics 2014).  During late summer and fall after groundwater levels have risen 

sufficiently groundwater discharges to the creek.  As groundwater draws down, recharge may begin 

again if there is any remaining runoff; if not, the stream becomes dry. 

The third natural recharge source is precipitation and snowmelt directly on the alluvial aquifer, which is 
distributed recharge.  The rate can be specified as a percent of the precipitation usually distributed 
evenly across the basin.  Additional recharge sources are anthropogenic, including irrigation return flow, 
pipe losses, and sewer inflow and outflow (Hydrometrics 2013, Table 2). 

The WSA does not present an estimate of recharge to the basin, although it notes the various 
components and the likely temporal variability.  Hydrometrics (2007b) revises the groundwater model 
recharge zones and indicates the recharge rates are changed accordingly, but does not specify the new 
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rates.  Hydrometrics (2007a) discusses that planning objectives must include the identification of 
recharge zones and rates.  Later documents suggest that mountain front recharge is most important 
(WSA, Hydrometrics 2014).  Only the earlier documents actually estimate recharge. 

West-Yost (2003) and Williams (2001) estimated annual recharge to the basin to equal 688 af/y, but do 
not explain the estimate.  Williams (2001) used the model HELP (Hydrologic Evaluation of Landfill 
Performance) for the estimate.  As may be suspected from its title, HELP is not commonly used for 
watershed scale recharge estimates – it used for estimating seepage through a landfill cover.  HELP 
simply does a water balance calculation among layers assuming one-dimensional vertical flow without 
considering unsaturated flow through the soil.  Being one-dimensional, it does not account for differing 
conditions around the area or for recharge of water that has flowed downhill.  Figure 4-7 in West-Yost 
(2003) shows monthly recharge estimates from 1992 through mid-1999, which are similar to the output 
expected from HELP.  The monthly variation indicates the annual estimate has a large variability. 

The recent studies do not include a water balance estimate for the aquifer, but the earlier studies do 
and include the 688 af/y recharge estimate (West-Yost 2003, Williams 2001).  They combine it with 
other recharge sources and pumping estimates to estimate a groundwater discharge to Squaw Creek 
equal to 434 af/y.  They acknowledge a huge uncertainty due to all of the inflow values being gross 
estimates.  Recharge varies substantially from year to year (Figure 4-7, West-Yost 2003), therefore the 
idea of a steady state annual water balance is not very useful. 

Stream/Aquifer Interactions 

The exchange of water between groundwater and Squaw Creek indicates how groundwater pumping 

will affect flow in the creek.  Hydrometrics (2013b) used temperature probes and piezometers to 

estimate seepage rates and gradients across the stream bottom in Squaw Creek near the parking lot in 

western part of the valley.  Water temperature variations can show where groundwater flows into the 

creek because it causes measurable temperature changes.  Piezometers measure water levels at specific 

levels in the aquifer near the stream so that gradients to or from the stream can be estimated. 

Seepage rates estimated with temperature are highly variable since the temperature data varied even 

across a cross-section.  This suggests that groundwater may be entering the stream on one side and 

discharging from the stream on the other side, as suggested on Figure 4.  The piezometers and stilling 

basins in the channel estimated mostly small head drops, either up or downward until the stream dries 

at which point the water levels dropped to as much as seven feet beneath the stream bottom.  The 

conductivity values estimated with Darcy’s law using the estimated seepage and gradients ranged from 

0 to 40 feet/day. 

The summary is that in the west part of Olympic Valley, near most of the municipal wells and where the 

creek is in a trapezoidal channel, the water from the stream percolates to groundwater when the 

streamflow is relatively high or when the groundwater is drawn down.  During late summer, the stream 

may go dry and the water table may fall below the bottom of the stream.  At this point the stream also 

recharges the aquifer if it contains water.  

Pump tests show that the groundwater in Squaw Valley is connected to the creek. The transmissivity is 

high, although the tests as performed and analyzed were inaccurate.  For one, the tests are completed 

near the creek so the pumping clearly drew water from the creek during the early season test when the 

creek was flowing. A second test, when the creek was empty, showed signs of the limiting size of the 
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aquifer, with a no flow boundary on the far (north) side of the creek.  Although the authors 

acknowledged these issues, they analyzed the pump test data with the standard Theis (1935) method 

which does not account for boundaries or stream leakage (Hydrometrics 2013b).  The conductivity 

estimates ranged from 235 to 755 ft/d, which is probably too high due to the issues with the tests just 

identified, although a proper analysis would still likely result in estimates of the same magnitude . 

The WSA claims the groundwater is percolating rather than flowing in a subterranean stream (WSA, p 5-

7), but does not support this contention.  Groundwater flowing in the Olympic aquifer appears to be 

flowing in a subterranean stream, as described in the Garrapata decision3, in that (1) there is a 

subsurface channel present, (2) the channel has relatively impermeable bed and bands, (3) the course of 

the channel is known, and (4) groundwater flows in the channel4.  As described above, the Olympic 

Valley aquifer is alluvium that lies in a glacial-carved valley of granitic bedrock.  The granitic bedrock 

forms a subsurface channel and defines its banks.  Williams (2001) shows profiles and cross-sections 

that show the maximum depth to bedrock is about 150 feet over its approximate one and half mile 

length and quarter mile width.  Cross-sections also show alluvium confined on both side and 

underneath5. 

Groundwater flows through the aquifer from west to east where it discharges to Squaw Creek or the 

Truckee River.  Groundwater originates almost exclusively from recharge into the alluvium from 

snowmelt or runoff in Squaw Creek or a tributary.  Moran (2013) showed the age of shallow 

groundwater was less than a year.  Upward gradients in the alluvium show that water through the entire 

section of the aquifer eventually circulates to the stream, even though the travel time may be a few 

years. 

Very little groundwater enters the aquifer from bedrock fractures in the alluvium.  Horizontal wells 

intersect bedrock fractures above the alluvial aquifer and produce about 70 af/y (WSA 2014).  This 

fracture flow is not recharge to the aquifer because it occurs above the basin aquifer, not within it.  

Williams (2001, p 12) used the flow rate from these wells to estimate an “average annual recharge from 

bedrock fractures” (Id.) to be 436 af/y.  Williams presents no data to show that similar flow rates occur 

in the fractures that do not have horizontal wells.  Even if flows occur, they would be springs above the 

valley floor, not discharges into the alluvium.  Moran (2013) showed geochemically that there is not a 

strong connection between the basin and fractured bedrock groundwater system which means the 

geochemical signature of bedrock water did not appear in the alluvial groundwater.  The WSA 

acknowledged there is “little connection between the Basin and fractured bedrock groundwater” (WSA, 

p 5-3).  Because the bedrock is generally impervious and the bedrock fractures provide spring flow 

above the valley floor rather, the bedrock contributes almost no flow to the aquifer.  The earlier (2001) 

estimates of bedrock inflow to the aquifer should be disregarded. 

                                                 
3 Decision 1639, In the Matter of Application 29664 of Garrapata Water Company, State of California State Water 
Resources Control Board. 
4 These four criteria were presented on page 4 of the Garrapata decision, note 3. 
5 Garrapata also defined the channel as alluvium.  Note 3, p 5. 
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Water Supply Sufficiency 

The WSA considers water supply sufficiency rather than a safe or perennial yield for the basin6.  None of 

the previous studies have found the basin to be in overdraft (WSA, p 5-1), but the WSA does not define 

what “overdraft” would be.  The WSA implies that the aquifer is small compared to the amount of water 

fluxing through it and that recharge essentially fills the aquifer each year regardless of drought 

conditions (2014 and 2015 may ultimately be an exception).  This is not accurate as discussed above 

regarding Figures 2 and 3.  Also, simulations of existing pumping (Hydrometrics 2014) show that 

groundwater levels in the western portion of the aquifer (the well field) recover to different levels after 

a pumping season.  Groundwater levels recover to a similar level each year only in the eastern portion of 

the aquifer7.  The west end of the valley where most of the recharge occurs refills to levels that vary 

among years during the springtime peak.  

This also means the WSA overplays the idea of “rejected” recharge in the Olympic Valley aquifer.  A full 

aquifer will “reject” potential recharge during periods of high recharge because aquifer volume limits 

storage.  Because much of the aquifer in the eastern meadow portion of the aquifer is full, some 

potential recharge may be rejected there but since there are few wells there and none of the new wells 

are proposed there, there is little opportunity to increase the recharge.  

The water supply sufficiency of the aquifer to the proposed project pumping and increased pumping is 

mostly discussed in a memorandum from Todd Groundwater (Taylor et al. 2014).  Basically, Taylor et al. 

(2014) determined that it was necessary to maintain saturated thickness at 65% of the maximum 

saturated thickness.  The maximum saturated thickness “occurs when water levels are the highest” 

(WSA, p ES-3, p 6-5, Taylor et al. 2014, p 14).  Maximum saturated conditions represent “current average 

pumping conditions (WSA, p ES-3, p 6-5).  Taylor et al. specify that “maximum saturated thickness values 

at specific locations do not change, and were derived from model simulations representing historical 

actual pumping conditions” (Taylor et al. 2014, p 14) which they also refer to as “baseline conditions”.  

“Maximum saturated thickness is the highest groundwater elevation minus the Basin bottom elevation.  

The maximum saturated thickness values at specific locations do not change, and these values were 

derived for the existing and new well locations from model runs representing historical actual 

pumping conditions in the calibrated model” (Taylor et al. 2014, p 16, emphases added).  This 

establishes that the maximum saturated thickness therefore depends on historical conditions with 

pumping, there is apparently no consideration of whether the aquifer is currently stressed by those 

existing pumping conditions.  In other words the method assumes that baseline, existing conditions, are 

not causing overdraft in the basin and may be compared against by conditions going forward with future 

development. 

Taylor et al. (2014) decided on 65% after a literature search because that was the deepest drawdown 

recorded in the past at existing wells and it did not cause a problem at any wells as far as they 

                                                 
6 California conflates safe yield with perennial yield, defining the latter as “the maximum quantity of water than 
can be withdrawn annual from a groundwater resources under a given set of conditions without causing an 
undesirable result” (Bachman et al. 2005, p 268).  Continuing the “phrase undesirable result is understood to refer 
to a gradual lowering of the groundwater levels resulting eventually in depletion of the supply, subsidence, 
increased energy costs, dessicated wetland or degraded water supply” (Id.). 
7 Hydrographs for Wells RSC-328, -304, -308, -321, and -307 recover to almost the same level each year regardless 
of recharge (Hydrometrics 2014).  All wells in the east recover to similar levels. 
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understood.  Thus, 65% is an operational limit because it is simply the necessary saturation to maintain 

well pumping efficiency8 and is meaningless with respect to basinwide groundwater management.  The 

guidance has nothing to do with maintaining a yield or not causing other deleterious impacts to the 

basin, such as lowering discharge to streams and springs 

The baseline (maximum saturated thickness) is determined at the new and proposed well locations 

based on simulated historic drawdown at those locations.  In other words, they run the groundwater 

model with existing pumping, recharge, and all other conditions to determine the groundwater levels for 

each time step; this would be the same period they used to calibrate the model.  The baseline at the 

existing wells is therefore the simulated drawdown at the pumped well and at the new wells will be the 

drawdown as caused only by pumping the existing wells.  If a proposed well is beyond the drawdown of 

existing wells, its baseline will be background aquifer water levels.   The baseline is existing conditions 

over the 1993 to 2011 period.  As noted above, comparing future pumping to this definition of existing 

conditions establishes or implies that there is no overdraft or basinwide problems with the existing 

pumping. 

Taylor et al. test for water supply sufficiency by simulating pumpage at the expected 2040 demand from 

existing and proposed new wells.  They simulate pumping the same demand regardless of drought 

conditions because there has been no decrease in the past due to drought – this is reasonable; I review 

the projected water demand below.  However, the WSA identified that six new wells would be need to 

meet demand by 2040 (Taylor et al. 2014, p 11), but the simulations of future conditions placed wells “in 

all of the locations identified as being favorable for groundwater production” (Id.).  For modeling, they 

placed new wells “in locations where no Project buildings are planned and were selected to take 

advantage of deep and productive areas, maintain distance between wells to minimize interference, 

maximize distance from Squaw Creek, and distribute pumping over a large area to reduce cumulative 

drawdown effects in any one area” (Id.).  Taylor et al. Table 2 shows nine proposed new municipal wells 

and Table 3 shows that all of the wells, existing and new with one exception, were simulated to pump 

the same rate, 54.7 af/y; other entities’ wells pump at other rates based on their specific conditions but 

mostly at rates proportional to their historic pumping.  In other words, water supply sufficiency, 

assessed based on drawdown, was simulated using more wells than is actually proposed for the project.  

This spreads the pumpage over three extra wells and leads to simulated pumping rates that are almost 

half the current historic pumping rates (Taylor et al. 2014, p 12).  “Existing SVPSD Basin groundwater 

production from four wells was approximately 3809 AFY on average (95 AFY per well).  In the modeled 

2040 pumping scenario there are 14 SVPSD wells producing a total of 700 AFY, or 50 AFY per well” (Id.). 

The WSA therefore simulates operational demands by pumping less from each well than was pumped 

from the existing wells, historically.  Their simulation shows that the 65% criteria is met on average over 

the well field and for individual wells although percent saturation varies widely (Figure 5).  The average 

percent saturation hardly drops below 80%.  The decrease in percent saturation in their chosen dry year, 

2007, is similar to that in other “wetter” years such as 2008 and less than 1994.  Their three-year dry 

                                                 
8 A peer review letter prepared for the water supply assessment explains in detail the need to maintain the 
operational thickness.  Letter from Dwight Smith, Interfluve, Inc. to Mike Geary, Squaw Valley Public Services 
District, Re: Preliminary review of sufficiency of supply memorandum dated May 15, 2014.  May 29, 2014. 
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periods, 1999-2001, caused much lower percent saturation than did the driest year9 (Figure 5).  During 

no year does percent saturation return to 100%. 

Any MODFLOW-based groundwater model estimates drawdown over a model cell, not specifically at the 

well bore.  This is because groundwater models operate by completing water balance calculations for 

each cell and the change in storage (ie from pumping) is averaged over the cell.  It is possible that actual 

drawdown at a well will be higher than reported in the WSA10 

The period 1993-2011 does not include the driest years the area could experience because it does not 

include the 1987-92 drought or the ongong 2012-15 period, which may turn out to be the driest period 

on record.  Also, changing climatic conditions expected in the 21st century renders bare reliance on the 

recent historical record insufficient to assure adequate future supplies.  The WSA should acknowledge 

this fact and simulate groundwater pumping under conditions representative of future climate change 

scenarios.  Once data is available through 2015, the model should again be run and the WSA rewritten 

to better assess and describe the water supply sufficiency under drought conditions.  It would be useful 

to add years without recalibrating the model to verify the model calibration and conceptual model 

(Anderson and Woessner 1992).  

                                                 
9 Peer reviews by Dwight Smith have noted that 1999 is not generally considered a drought year in the Truckee 
River watershed.  Review file: Draft_Village_at_Squaw-Valley_Specific_Plan_WSA_6-17-14_DSmith.pdf. 
10 Peer reviews also raised this issue.  Letter from Dwight Smith, Interfluve, Inc. to Mike Geary, Squaw Valley Public 
Services District, Re: Preliminary review of sufficiency of supply memorandum dated May 15, 2014.  May 29, 2014.  
From p 2 of 4: “In estimating saturated thickness at specific pumping wells, the model output also will overpredict 
the saturated thickness available to the well.  This is because the pumping water level in the well can only be based 
on the water level in the model cell in which the well is located.  The model cell represents an area surrounding the 
well.  In reality, there is a cone of water level depression with a focal point at the well.” 
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Figure 22:  Figure 3 from Taylor et al. (2014) showing the percent simulated saturation at all wells. 

The analysis of 1993 through 2011 indicates three things.  First, the aquifer does not fill every year so 

which refutes the WSA’s discussion of full recovery; recharge has not refilled the aquifer if the water 

level never returns to the baseline condition.  Second, drawdown from each well must overlap such that 

a well pumping just 50 af/y is drawn down more than it was when it pumped 95 af/y (the baseline was 

set based on existing wells pumping 95 af/y).  Third, because percent saturation was lower in the three-

year dry period than in the one-year dry period, there is carry-over drawdown affecting water level 

recovery in the longer dry period. 

Model predicted saturated thickness varies up to twenty feet annually and the aquifer thickness is quite 

variable, varying from about 50 to over 150 feet (Figure 6).  It would be more useful to provide a map 

showing water levels and one showing drawdown for a dry year.  This would show where the pumping 

draws water from and where the aquifer may be most stressed.  Additionally, they should provide a 

hydrograph of recharge from different areas, pumping, and discharge to Squaw Creek to show the effect 

that development has on other parts of the aquifer. 
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Figure 23:  Figure 4 from Taylor et al. (2014) showing the saturated thickness at all wellfield wells. 

Overall, Taylor et al’s (and the WSA) analysis of water sufficiency does not account for: 

 Changes in streamflow.  There is a connection between surface and groundwater such that 

drawdown could decrease streamflow, both during dry and wet periods. As the water table 

lowers, it will draw water from the creek as long as water is available in the creek.  Increasing 

pumpage will increase the time periods during which the creek has low or no flow as well as 

increase the lengths of stream that actually go dry. 

 Changes in wetland conditions:  The allowable loss in aquifer saturation would lower the water 

table beneath wetland areas as well.  The proposed project would exacerbate the drawdown in 

the meadows and lengthen the time period that the meadows are dry. 

Baseline as analyzed herein is the legal definition for CEQA and does not consider predevelopment 

conditions.  It would be useful to consider predevelopment conditions with no pumping in the valley 

because the current baseline assumes there are no problems with the current water supply system.  

Comparison with predevelopment conditions would allow an assessment of just how much 

predevelopment natural conditions have changed.  This could be simulated with the model with just 

recharge without return flow and pipe leakage and discharge to the stream.  The simulation would 

establish groundwater levels that could be considered the maximum saturation level.  Analysis of 

pumping should consider two levels of development.  First would be existing conditions and second 

would the proposed 2040 development conditions.  Percent saturation then may be quite a bit less than 

currently determined because the maximum saturation would be a thicker aquifer with less annual 

variability.  
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Additional Groundwater Development Considerations 

The WSA estimates that a municipal well pumping at a “customary 8-hour pumping cycle” would 

capture only 2% of its flow from Squaw Creek.  The estimate of the amount of water drawn from Squaw 

Creek is likely too low because the calculation does not account for cumulative effects because it 

assumes that at the beginning of any pumping cycle the amount being drawn from the creek is zero.  

Hydrometrics used a standard formula (Hunt 1999) to estimate the amount of water that pumping 

draws from the creek (Hydrometrics 2013a, p 17).  Assuming they applied the method properly, they 

estimated that after 51 hours of pumping (test #1), 17% of the amount being pumped was being drawn 

from Squaw Creek.  Hydrometrics minimized the importance of this by estimating the amount drawn 

from the creek over the entire 51-hour period as less than ½ percent of the creek’s total flow during that 

period.  Over an eight-hour pumping cycle, the amount captured was much less.  The method does not 

account for water drawn from the creek due to drawdown that remains when pumping stops; this 

drawdown fills by pulling water from storage elsewhere in the aquifer and from the creek, either by 

reversing discharge to the creek or by directly drawing from the creek.  Ultimately changes in 

streamflow are necessary to fill the drawdown because all pumping is a new discharge from the aquifer 

which must be taken from another discharge from the aquifer. 

There is no consideration of climate change with future simulations, although it is likely to affect 

precipitation and snowmelt timing in ways that will lengthen the dry, or no-recharge, period of a year.  

As the snow shifts to rain and snowmelt occurs earlier, there will likely be longer periods during the 

summer during which there is not runoff recharging the aquifer.  Recharge replaces pumping discharge 

during spring, but not during later summer and early fall; that period will likely increase in length so the 

drawdown will likely increase. 

Water Demand 

Most of the water demand analysis in the WSA was completed by Hunt and van Dyne (2014), a 

memorandum attached to the WSA as Appendix A.  Hunt and van Dyne rely on a memorandum 

prepared by MacKay and Somps (Giberson 2014) to support their estimates. 

The WSA estimated project and non-project water demands for the next 25 years, commencing in 2015.  

Total demand for the valley in 2040 would be 1205 af/y (Hunt and van Dyne 2014, p 2) but existing 

horizontal bedrock wells will continue to produce 70 af/y through 2040.  Because the WSA assumes, 

appropriately, the bedrock wells are separate and independent from the valley groundwater system, the 

WSA subtracts this bedrock production to establish demand equal to 1135 af/y.  In five-year intervals 

from 2015 through 2040, the project demand is 0, 82, 129 175, 210, 234 af/y while the total valley water 

demand is 772, 880, 975, 1044, 1100, 1135 af/y, respectively.  

The WSA estimates water use for single family residences (SFR) as 550 and 400 gpd/connection for the 

SVPSD and SVMWC areas, respectively.  They also assume full build-out of empty lots by 2040, so there 

is a total 74 af/y of SFR demand.  Hunt and van Dyne (2014) distribute that demand over the year in a 

“bell curve pattern” (Id., p 9) which results in 40% of the annual demand being required from July 

through September.  Much of the SFR demand occurs during the season when less water recharges the 

aquifer, so meeting the demand stresses the aquifer more.  These estimates are reasonable.  
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The WSA estimates occupancy based on 2009 through 2011; at full build-out it is projected to be just 

55.2% annually varying from 26% in November to 72% in March (Table 1, Giberson 2014). For 

commercial use, the demand per sf is reduced based on the occupancy rate (Id.).  No justification is 

given for using 2009 through 2011, and the choice should be questioned because those years were at 

the peak of an economic slow-down when travel to resorts was likely at a low point as compared with 

pre-recession or even now.  

The occupancy combines with the usage per capita for lodging to create a resort demand (not including 

irrigation).  Hunt and van Dyne (2014) used 100 gpd/capita with two people per room (although 

Giberson (2014) used 90 gpd/capita).  They also used a 9.8% factor of safety to account for unbilled 

water losses. 

Commercial water use is the second largest demand, rated at 0.24 gpd/sf (Hunt and van Dyne 2014, 

Table 10).  It is used throughout the demand tables in Giberson (2014).  This was based on observed 

commercial demand from 2005 through 2012, but there is no description of how the estimate was 

made.  A simple estimate of water use by area would not account for occupancy.  

Hunt and van Dyne (2014) combine water used based on bedroom occupancy and commercial area 

development.  They estimate project water demand for 2040 at 55,471 for full occupancy, based on 2 

per bedroom and 100 gpd/capita and 0.24 gpd/sf for 80,500 sf commercial development (Hunt and van 

Dyne 2014, Table 10).  They then adjust this amount based on the occupancy rates discussed above. 

The two largest obvious sources of potential error are in the occupancy rate and the 0.24 gpd/sf/capita 

estimates.  Occupancy could be up to 80% higher than the estimated rate.  This is based on full 

occupancy being a little more than an 80% increase.  There is too little disclosure of how 0.24 gpd/sf was 

estimated to assess its potential variability.  Because the occupancy could increase as much as 80% the 

future demand should be considered in a variable fashion.  In other words, the water supply sufficiency 

estimates should be based on much higher potential demand even if the underlying estimates are 

accepted as accurate. 

Another issue regarding demand is timing, as in the distribution of demand through the year.  Much of 

the current and projected demand occurs during late summer from July through September after 

recharge has decreased.  The existing basis for distributing total demand among months has many 

uncertainties, but is probably more uncertain for the existing and non-project used because it involves 

various types of irrigation.  When considered annually it might appear there is sufficient groundwater to 

meet demand but due to the small aquifer volume and the lack of recharge during late summer, 

pumpage may lower groundwater levels and cause significant environmental damage to streamflows or 

riparian vegetation.  If climate change further lengthens the time period without recharge, the potential 

impacts could increase.  Groundwater drawdown could exceed the 65% criteria established for water 

supply sufficiency.   

Conservation could decrease demand on the system.  The WSA suggests a variety of water-saving 
devices, including: “installation of high-efficiency fixtures and fittings, use of recirculating hot water 
systems, implementing graywater system applications, minimizing water intensive landscape, and use of 
smart irrigation controllers” (WSA, p 4-5); the WSA also notes that it is difficult to assign conservation 
saving to a specific use, so the demand as analyzed does not account for conservation.  Also, much of 
the non-consumptive use returns to the aquifer as wastewater discharge. 
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Groundwater Model 

The WSA uses a numerical groundwater model (Hundt and Williams 2014, Hydrometrics 2013, West-

Yost 2003, Williams 2001) to assess the ability of the aquifer to meet demand by determining how 

proposed pumping will affect the percent saturation of the aquifer.  Williams (2001) developed the 

model initially; there have been several updates since then (Hydrometrics 2014, 2013, 2007a and b).  

The model is difficult to review because no one report thoroughly documents its current structure and 

accuracy.  However, the important aspect is how well it performs today. 

Three aspects of the model are problematic for its intended purpose - to assess water supply sufficiency.  

First, recharge rates were estimated in a very unusual way and are distributed evenly across the model 

domain rather than attempting to account for actual sources, with the exception of some mountainfront 

recharge.  The temporal distribution of recharge (Hundt and Williams 2014) also makes more water 

available to the aquifer at inappropriate times.  Second, general head boundaries allow inflow from the 

bedrock to the basin aquifer which will inappropriately maintain groundwater levels in the basin aquifer.  

These original model structures have survived mostly intact until now.  Third, recent revisions converted 

the aquifer property estimation to a use of pilot points which does not account for prior knowledge of 

the formation boundaries.  The following paragraphs expand these issues. 

Figure 7 shows how Williams defined recharge zones and Figure 8 shows the most recent (Hundt and 

Williams 2014) variation.  Recharge zones are specified flux boundaries, meaning the modeler specifies 

the rate in length/time, or ft/d in Figure 7 (also Table 1), that water enters the model distributed evenly 

over the area of the zone.  Recharge as applied to the model apparently includes many sources of water, 

including distributed recharge from precipitation on the spot, irrigation, leaks from sewer pipes, and 

others.  Williams (2001) explains that they estimated “infiltration from rainfall and snowmelt” (section 

2.5.1.1)11 using the HELP model, as discussed and criticized above in the recharge section. 

Table 2:  Recharge rates for recharge zones in Figure 7. 

Zone ft/d ft/dy in/y 

2 3.08E-03 1.12 13.49 

3 8.42E-04 0.31 3.69 

4 8.42E-04 0.31 3.69 

5 2.24E-02 8.18 98.11 

6 2.18E-02 7.96 95.48 

7 7.76E-03 2.83 33.99 

8 8.46E-03 3.09 37.05 

9 2.54E-03 0.93 11.13 

10 1.17E-02 4.27 51.25 

 

 

                                                 
11 Throughout the reports they authors frequently interchange infiltration and recharge.  Infiltration is 
precipitation that enters the soil through the soil surface; it may become soil water and be evapotranspired.  
Recharge is the infiltration that flows through the soil layer to the groundwater table. 
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Figure 24:  Williams, Figure 32 showing recharge zones. 

 

Figure 25:  Hundt and Williams (2014) recharge zones. 
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Figure 7 shows zones along the edge of the basin which apparently add runoff from the mountains as 

recharge to model, but the report does not describe how the flux rate for those zones was determined.  

The rates shown on Figure 7 for zones 5 and 6 (and Table 1) are substantially higher than those used 

over the rest of the model area, as they should be if they truly represent mountainfront recharge, but 

they cover such a small area that the total recharge would not be much.   

The distribution of recharge through the year depends on the availability of precipitation or snowmelt, 

so Hundt and Williams (2014) distributed precipitation availability during winter as 50% of precipitation 

during the month it occurs and 25% in the following two months.  All precipitation which falls in 

December is available to recharge by the end of February; all precipitation in February is available for 

recharge by the end of April.  March percentages are 60 and 40%, respectively, so all March 

precipitation is also available to recharge by the end of April.  From April through November, all 

recharge occurs during the month the precipitation falls.  I use “available” with recharge because it will 

runoff if there is no soil moisture capacity available.  It seems unreasonable to assume that all December 

precipitation melts and recharges by the end of February; this could cause the simulated water levels to 

recover too soon. 

Williams (2001, p 19) simulated inflow from the bedrock using general head boundaries (GHBs).  The 

discussion above has shown that recent studies have concluded little water enters the basin from the 

bedrock, simulating this with a GHB is inappropriate.  A GHB allows groundwater to enter or leave the 

basin based simply on the difference in water level between that simulated for the aquifer and specified 

for the boundary and the conductance of the boundary.  Williams located the GHBs at fractures where 

flow could have entered.  A GHB artificially maintains the water levels in the aquifer at a specified level 

which is inappropriate and could make the calibration appear more accurate than it actually is.  It also 

artificially limits the drawdown predicted by the model. 

Third, Hundt and Williams (2014) estimated conductivity using pilot points, a method which essentially 

establishes parameter fields across the model domain.  The methodology is interesting, but needs more 

description than provided in the report (Hundt and Williams 2014, p 11).  The number of wells used for 

calibration does not seem to be sufficient to create up to 78 pilot points per layer for calibration (p 11). 

The resulting parameter fields do not resemble hydrogeologic patterns, however, as can be seen on the 

circular patterns shown on Figures 9 and 10.  Figure 9 shows circular areas with horizontal conductivity 

exceeding 100 ft/d in the middle of areas with conductivity much less than 100 ft/d.  Vertical anisotropy 

has fewer circular zones, but those that occur in layers 2 and 3 are areas where the model will simulate 

very little vertical flow.  It is also very unusual to have the very high anisotropy in surface layers (layer 1 

in Figure 10) because surface formations tend to be sorted rather than exhibiting continuous layers. 
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Figure 26: Figure 12 from Hundt and Williams (2014) showing the distribution of horizontal hydraulic 
conductivity. 

 

Figure 27: Figure 13 from Hundt and Williams (2014) showing vertical anisotropy, or the ration of 
horizontal to vertical conductivity. 
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The model calibration also reveals inaccuracies in the model.  Hundt and Williams (2014) considered the 

model “calibrated when simulated results match the measured data within an acceptable measure of 

accuracy, and when successive calibration attempts did not notably improve the calibration statistics” (p 

10).  Usually, calibration is considered complete when various test statistics are minimized to less than a 

specified value.  Hundt and Williams Figure 11 and the test statistics show that the new calibration is 

pretty good, although they utilized more than one observation from each well which raises questions 

about the independence of the observations.  Groundwater levels at a well are highly autocorrelated 

which means individual observations are not independent. Using a set of observations for each well may 

be a form of pseudoreplication which could artificially improve the test statistics, especially if the 

observations are made frequently. 

Hydrographs of simulated water levels are best used for simple graphical comparison.  The hydrographs 

often indicate potential problems not indicated by calibration test statistics or scatter plots.  Simulated 

water levels in some wells are consistently higher or lower than the observations, apparently by as much 

as ten feet.  This is a problem if the areas of over or underestimation affects flows to the creek or the 

thickness of the saturated zone.  There is insufficient information to assess these effects. 

The discussion on stream conductance is very confusing – the statement “[t]he final values obtained 

from calibration equate to average streambed hydraulic conductivity values of 1.1x10-3 feet per day and 

1 foot per day” (Hundt and Williams 2014, p 12).  It is impossible to know what these values refer to – 

the two values differ by three orders of magnitude.  There is no information provided regarding 

discharge to the stream, which conductance would control, so the value must be based on groundwater 

levels.  Conductance would be highly insensitive to these values. 

Hundt and Williams (2014) Figure 1 shows the aquifer is much thinner in the west; layer 3 is most useful 

in the eastern sections where the valley is gouged up to 100 feet deeper.  This simply means that project 

pumping occurs in layer 2, although I also note that the model descriptions do not adequately describe 

the depth of pumping in the model. 

The model report should present final water budget amounts, including recharge, pumping, and 

discharge to the stream.  A graph showing where the model simulates flow to or from the stream is 

essential, and should be completed for representative time periods (wet conditions, late summer 

baseflow conditions). There is no information regarding this potential flux in the model.  The model 

reports should also show drawdown plots for several times during the simulation so that the reader can 

assess from where the water is drawn rather than just the proportion of saturated aquifer. 
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Attachment 1 

http://www.wrcc.dri.edu/cgi-bin/cliMAIN.pl?ca8474 

SQUAW VALLEY, CALIFORNIA (048474)  

Period of Record Monthly Climate Summary  

Period of Record: 10/13/1955 to 10/31/1975  

 
Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec Annual 

Average Max. 
Temperature (F)  

39.5  41.9  44.6  50.8  61.6  71.7  80.1  79.1  72.1  61.4  48.5  41.0  57.7  

Average Min. 
Temperature (F)  

14.6  15.8  20.3  23.9  30.9  37.5  42.1  41.3  35.5  27.7  22.4  15.3  27.3  

Average Total 
Precipitation (in.)  

9.74  7.64  6.58  3.44  1.62  1.15  0.67  0.83  0.91  2.84  6.58  9.01  51.02  

Average Total 
SnowFall (in.)  

54.9  49.8  36.4  21.8  7.8  0.3  0.0  0.0  0.6  4.3  23.9  46.9  246.6  

Average Snow Depth 
(in.)  

33  44  40  21  3  0  0  0  0  0  4  19  13  

Percent of possible observations for period of record. 

Max. Temp.: 90.1% Min. Temp.: 90.3% Precipitation: 91.3% Snowfall: 85.5% Snow Depth: 83.9%  

Check Station Metadata or Metadata graphics for more detail about data completeness 
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Conservation Biology Institute 
 

136 SW Washington Avenue 

Suite 202 

Corvallis, Oregon 97333 

 

www.consbio.org 
 

  
Ms. Laurel L. Impett, AICP, Urban Planner 
Shute, Mihaly & Weinberger LLP 
396 Hayes Street 
San Francisco, CA  94102-4421 
 
RE:  Village at Squaw Valley Specific Plan DEIR—review of impacts to sensitive habitats 
 
Dear Laurel: 

The Conservation Biology Institute (CBI) is a 501(c)3 organization that works collaboratively to 

conserve biological diversity in its natural state through applied research, education, planning, 

and community service.  CBI’s extensive partner network includes academic institutions, state 

and federal agencies, and other non-profit environmental organizations.  CBI combines 

strengths across multiple disciplines ranging from conservation planning to habitat 

management and monitoring to ecological modeling of species populations, landscape 

connectivity, climate change, and fire. 

We have reviewed the Village at Squaw Valley Specific Plan Draft Environmental Impact Report 

(DEIR) (Ascent Environmental, Inc. 2015) and submit these comments regarding impacts to and 

mitigation for sensitive riparian and wetland habitats (Section 6, Biological Resources).  We 

comment on other sections and issues when relevant to these habitats.  Our analyses have 

been informed through discussion with Dr. Tom Myers, hydrological consultant, and review of 

his Technical Memorandum on impacts to the Olympic Valley aquifer.  Other documents or 

data reviewed are included in the reference section of this letter. 

Sincerely, 

 

Patricia Gordon-Reedy 

Vegetation Ecologist/Botanist 
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Summary 

Our review of sensitive habitats assessed whether (1) existing conditions are adequately 

described, (2) direct and indirect impacts are adequately addressed and analyzed and (3) 

proposed mitigation is adequate to compensate for project impacts.  Based on our review, we 

find that the DEIR has several deficiencies: 

 The description of sensitive habitats onsite is incomplete, ambiguous, and not 

consistently accounted for in the impacts assessment.  Thus, it is unclear if the proposed 

restoration adequately mitigates for the project’s impacts. 

 As the level of groundwater drawdown has not been accurately assessed, impacts to 

vegetation may be more widespread than calculated, and the proposed creek 

restoration will likely not be successful. 

 The DEIR does not consider or adequately address all impacts to sensitive habitat from 

project implementation (including direct, indirect, or cumulative impacts). 

 Proposed mitigation measures are insufficiently detailed to determine their adequacy to 

offset project impacts. 

 Groundwater drawdown will be exacerbated by climate change, which cumulatively will 

cause greater changes in vegetation communities, and may contribute to greenhouse 

gases. 

We elaborate on these issues below.  It is our recommendation that deficiencies be addressed 

and the DEIR revised and recirculated for further review prior to certifying the document. 

Comments 

The description of sensitive habitats onsite is incomplete, ambiguous, and not consistently 

accounted for in the impacts assessment. 

Section 6.1.3 Biological Communities 

Table 6-1.  This table indicates 4.16 acres of riparian habitat onsite, with 1.9 acres of this total 

(46%) impacted by project implementation.  However, riparian habitat in perennial and 

intermittent streams has not been quantified.  Therefore, the DEIR underestimates total 

riparian acreage and impacts to riparian habitat onsite. 

Alderleaf Coffeeberry Scrub.  The DEIR (p. 6-10) indicates that 0.10 acre of alderleaf coffeeberry 

scrub occurs on the East Parcel and sewer line corridor near the western edge of the project 

site.  An additional 0.25 acre of alderleaf coffeeberry scrub occurs onsite but is included under 
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seep vegetation.  The DEIR should provide the rationale for separating alderleaf coffeeberry 

scrub into two categories. 

Intermittent Stream.  The DEIR (p. 6-11) indicates that fairly dense willows occur in association 

with downstream portions of a ‘small, unnamed intermittent stream’ onsite.  Table 6-1 

indicates that riparian vegetation (which would include dense willows) within intermittent 

streams has not been quantified.  It is unclear whether the acreage of these dense willows has 

been calculated or considered in project impacts (see Table 6-1).  Likewise, it is unclear whether 

hydrophytic and willow riparian scrub in intermittent streams in the Village Core area or water 

tank parcel have been calculated or considered in project impacts (see Table 6-1).  If these 

acreages have not been quantified, the DEIR underestimates total riparian acreage and impacts 

to riparian habitat onsite. 

Seep.  See comments above related to alderleaf coffeeberry scrub. 

Perennial Stream.  The DEIR (p. 6-12) indicates that willow and alder line the channel of the 

perennial Truckee River on the most eastern section of the sewer line corridor.  It is unclear 

whether this riparian habitat has been calculated or considered in project impacts (see Table 6-

1).  If not, the DEIR underestimates total riparian acreage and impacts to riparian habitat onsite. 

Riparian.  The DEIR (p. 6-12) indicates that riparian vegetation on the project site (4.16 acres) is 

‘slightly underrepresented’ in acreage calculations because it was not always delineated 

separately from perennial or intermittent stream in biological resource reports.  The DEIR 

should provide a more precise accounting of riparian vegetation in perennial or intermittent 

streams so that impacts and mitigation ratios can be accurately assessed. 

The DEIR’s description of “riparian” identifies (1) riparian vegetation, which includes black 

cottonwood (Populus trichocarpa), mountain alder (Alnus incana ssp. tenuifolia), and shining 

willow (Salix lucida), and (2) riparian scrub, which includes mountain alder, mountain ash 

(Sorbus californica), mountain dogwood (Cornus sericea), and willows (Salix spp.).  The DEIR 

should identify whether riparian vegetation, as described, constitutes woodland or scrub 

habitat, since this may have implications for mitigation ratios and restoration planning. 

Seasonal Wetland.  Seasonal wetlands (p. 6-13) include habitat dominated by both willow scrub 

and herbaceous perennial vegetation.  The DEIR should provide the rational for including willow 

scrub in this category rather than in the willow scrub category. 

Wet Meadow.  The DEIR (p. 6-13) indicates that no wetland delineation has been conducted for 

wet meadow habitat along the sewer line corridor.  Thus, wet meadow acreages and impacts 

may be underestimated. 
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Willow Alder Scrub.  As with alderleaf coffeeberry scrub, willow alder scrub is recognized as a 

stand-alone sensitive habitat, but some willow alder scrub acreage is included in a seep 

category (DEIR, p. 6-14).  The DEIR should provide the rationale for separating this association 

into two categories. 

Willow Scrub.  This sensitive habitat is also recognized as a stand-alone sensitive habitat, but 

some of its acreage is included in a wet meadow category (DEIR, p. 6-14).  The DEIR should 

provide the rationale for separating this association into two categories. 

Section 6.17 Waters of the U.S. 

General Comment.  The DEIR (p. 6-25) indicates that the wetland delineation and constraints 

map was conducted for portions of the project site only.  The DEIR should indicate whether 

additional waters of the U.S. may be present onsite that may be impacted by project 

implementation. 

Table 6-4.  The DEIR should separate wet meadow from seasonal wetlands in this table, and 

provide a total acreage for wet meadows. 

Table 6-4 indicates that acreage discrepancies between Tables 6-1 and 6-4 are due to rounding.  

However, this “rounding” results in a fairly sizeable acreage discrepancy between the two 

tables with respect to sensitive habitats (12.54 acres in Table 6-1 versus 8.233 acres in Table 6-

4).  The DEIR should resolve these discrepancies because they may have implications for 

mitigation. 

Total acreage of intermittent stream is listed as 5.229 acres in Table 6-4 and 5.32 acres in Table 

6-1.  The DEIR should clarify whether this discrepancy is due to rounding or reflects acreage 

that is not jurisdictional waters of the U.S. 

Impacts to vegetation may be more widespread than calculated due to groundwater 

drawdown; the DEIR does not consider all impacts to sensitive habitats from project 

implementation 

Section 6.3.4 Impact Analysis 

General Comment.  The impact analysis should include a table of impacted acres by habitat that 

differentiates between impacts to sensitive habitats at creek bed level versus impacts above 

creek bed levels.  This is important because groundwater modeling is specific to the creek bed 

of Squaw Creek or areas where the creek bed is less than one foot from the bank (DEIR, p. 6-

41). 
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Impact 6-1:  Removal or Degradation of Sensitive Habitats (Operations) 

General Comments.  Groundwater pumping and drawdown can lower groundwater levels 

below the depth that sensitive riparian and wetland habitats need to survive (Konikow 2013).  

The assessment of impacts to sensitive habitats (e.g., jurisdictional wetlands, wet meadows, 

and riparian vegetation) is based on simulated groundwater elevations in the Water Supply 

Assessment (WSA) (DEIR, pp. 6-42-6-43).  Myers (2015a,b) has indicated there are inaccuracies 

in the WSA groundwater modeling that affect future groundwater projections.  In addition, 

groundwater modeling results apply only to sensitive habitats in the creek bed of Squaw Creek 

and areas where the creek bed is less than one foot from the bank, and does not factor in 

climate change projections that could affect future groundwater drawdown levels.  Because of 

the relationship between groundwater levels and these sensitive habitats, accurate 

groundwater modeling is critical to the impact analysis.  Based on current modeling, the DEIR 

likely underestimates impacts to sensitive habitats. 

Riparian Vegetation.  The DEIR (p. 6-42) states that most literature on groundwater decline 

impacts is associated with riparian species that are not present onsite, including Fremont 

cottonwood (Populus fremontii) and black willow (Salix gooddingii).  However, a number of 

studies have assessed impacts in the eastern Sierra Nevada to black cottonwood (Populus 

trichocarpa), a riparian tree species that occurs onsite.  These studies documented higher 

mortality, lower density, and lower canopy foliage density for black cottonwoods under water 

stress, although some of these effects were not apparent over the short-term (e.g., 5 years) 

(Stromberg and Patten 1990, 1992, 1996, DiSalvo and Hart 2002).  Because these studies are 

available, the DEIR could have and should consider both short- and long-term direct (mortality) 

and indirect (reduced health and vigor) impacts to riparian vegetation from groundwater 

drawdown. 

The impact analysis for riparian vegetation used an absolute depth <10 feet from the surface as 

a threshold to determine potential mortality of established and shallow-rooted riparian trees 

(DEIR, p. 6-42).  Cottonwood mortality has been reported from depths of 3-8 feet from the 

surface, and at shallower depths (1.5-3 feet from the surface) riparian trees may experience 

reduced growth or crown dieback that could impact tree health and vigor over the long-term or 

reduce resiliency to climate change and other disturbances (Lite and Stromberg 2005, Shafroth 

et al. 2000, Scott et al. 1999, Rood and Mahoney 1990, Condra 1944).  The threshold depth 

should be reevaluated to assess whether it is appropriate for riparian species onsite, 

particularly in view of changing climatic conditions.  Further, the impact analysis should 

consider both direct (mortality) and indirect (reduced health and vigor) impacts to riparian 

vegetation from groundwater drawdown. 
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The DEIR (pp. 6-42-43) states that ‘any declines in groundwater depth resulting from water use 

for the proposed project and other development in Olympic Valley would be gradual, occurring 

slowly over many years...’  However, this assessment uses inaccurate groundwater modeling 

(Myers 2015a,b), does not consider the compounding effects of climate change on the amount 

or timing of available surface or groundwater (Null et al. 2010), and does not consider long-

term, sub-lethal stress to riparian vegetation from lowered groundwater depths (e.g., Lite and 

Stromberg 2005, Shafroth et al. 2000, Scott et al. 1999, Stromberg and Patten 1992).  These 

stressors could result in diminished habitat quality and persistence.  The analysis of project 

impacts to riparian vegetation should consider all potential impacts. 

The DEIR (p. 6-43) states that ‘riparian tree seedlings from species such as cottonwood and 

willow require water tables within 3.3 feet of the ground surface (Shafroth et al 2000).’  

However, cottonwood seed germination requires moist seed beds (soil surface) up to a month 

after seed deposition for germination and seedling survival (Steinberg 2001, Braatne et al. 

1996, Haeussler et al. 1990, DeBell 1990).  By focusing only on what seedlings need and 

ignoring germination requirements, the DEIR underestimates impacts on riparian persistence, 

maintenance, and restoration potential.  The DEIR should consider all conditions required for 

seedling germination, establishment, and survival.  Further, the DEIR should provide evidence 

that hydrological conditions (soil moisture, depth to groundwater) will be present at the 

appropriate time of year and for a sufficient duration to support riparian seed germination and 

seedling establishment. 

The DEIR (p. 6-43) states that ‘black cottonwood regenerates primarily through suckering from 

adult trees.’  This statement discounts the importance of seed germination and establishment 

to long-term riparian persistence.  Seed is a primary mode of reproduction for cottonwoods 

(Hines 1999).  For many cottonwood species, suckering/sprouting ability declines as trees age 

(Read 1958 in Rood and Mahoney 1990).  While suckering/sprouting can benefit habitat by 

providing additional structure, long-term riparian maintenance requires recruitment of new 

individuals through seed germination and seedling establishment. 

The DEIR (p. 6-43) states that while ‘the number of years with suitable conditions would be 

reduced slightly with future groundwater withdrawals for East cells, conditions are likely to 

remain adequate to support a multi-aged riparian system since many perennial riparian species 

reproduce through clones, suckers, or intermittent periods of seedling establishment every 5-

10 years (Steinberg 2001).’  The DEIR concludes that ‘changes to East Cells A and B groundwater 

levels should therefore continue to allow for enough years of potential establishment and 

survival and long-term maintenance of riparian vegetation within the upper meadow reach 

without restoration.’  However, the analysis does not provide evidence to support the 
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contention that a 10-20% increase in years with unsuitable conditions for seedling 

germination/survival would not affect riparian health/persistence, nor does the assessment 

consider the compounding effects of climate change on conditions for establishment and 

survival of perennial riparian species. 

Seedling establishment is episodic and requires complementary seed production and hydrologic 

events (Rood and Mahoney 1990, Steinberg 2001, Braatne et al. 1996, Haeussler et al. 1990).  

Rates of seedling establishment may become less frequent in the future due to a reduction in 

the snowpack, increased precipitation and runoff earlier in the season, and an elongated dry 

period.  In addition, the sprouting ability of black cottonwood declines with age (Rood and 

Mahoney 1990).  Long-term persistence of riparian vegetation depends on establishment of 

new trees to compensate for those that senesce or die (Rood and Mahoney 1990).  Accordingly, 

the assessment of impacts to riparian vegetation should use revised groundwater modeling 

results (see first comment under Impact 6-1) and factor in climate change simulations to 

determine future site conditions under project implementation, including the ability to support 

riparian vegetation. 

The DEIR (pp. 6-43-44) states that ‘groundwater withdrawals to support the Specific Plan and 

other development, if managed as currently modelled, are unlikely to result in mortality to 

established perennial riparian vegetation within the western channel or upper meadow reach 

of Squaw Creek - the areas most affected by groundwater withdrawal.’  However, the DEIR also 

acknowledges that groundwater withdrawals will lower groundwater elevations relative to 

baseline conditions (DEIR, p. 13-64) and project-related drawdown will be greater in the 

summer months (DEIR p. 13-13), which already experience the lowest flow/groundwater levels.  

Further, groundwater drawdown is expected to be exacerbated by changing climatic conditions 

(e.g., Myers 2015a,b, Sierra Nevada Alliance 2010).  The DEIR should include revised 

groundwater modeling with climate change simulations to provide a more accurate assessment 

of future groundwater conditions (including drawdown and recharge) and allow for a more 

accurate analysis of impacts to established perennial vegetation, including mortality and 

reduced health/vigor. 

The DEIR (p. 6-44) states that riparian vegetation above creek level may potentially die from 

groundwater drawdown or experience a significant degradation of suitable conditions for 

seedling/sapling establishment and survival.  This conclusion is made with inaccurate 

groundwater modeling and without consideration of the potential effects of climate change.  

Impacts to riparian vegetation above creek level should be quantified using revised 

groundwater modeling that considers climate change with future simulations. 
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The DEIR does not address other indirect impacts to riparian habitat (at or above from creek 

level) from groundwater drawdown.  For example, loss or degradation of riparian habitat could 

affect streambank stability, since the root systems of riparian trees and shrubs stabilize soils 

and reduce erosion. 

The DEIR (p. 6-44) states that ‘lowered groundwater elevations could also affect planting and 

restoration success during any creek restoration undertaken in the project area.’  Because the 

project will cause increased drawdown beyond that predicted by the current groundwater 

modeling, and these drawdown effects will be further compounded by climate change (Myers 

2015a), restoration potential and success must be reevaluated using revised groundwater 

modeling that considers climate change with future simulations.  In addition, reference sites 

should be selected to determine suitable conditions or targets for riparian restoration, if this 

information is not otherwise available.  Reference sites serve as models for restoration 

planning, design, and implementation by providing information on vegetation succession, 

structure, and ecosystem functions.  Reference sites should be similar to the target site with 

respect to existing physical conditions (e.g., soils, topography) and projected restoration 

outcomes (e.g., hydrology, ecosystem functions, vegetation composition/structure).  Reference 

sites should be in proximity to the project site (e.g., stream corridor, watershed), and support 

minimally disturbed conditions (Stillwater Sciences 2012). 

Meadow Vegetation.  The DEIR (p. 6-44) indicates that baseline and non-project groundwater 

depths in the upper meadow reaches of the Squaw Creek (East Cells A-C) only drop below 3.3 

feet (1 m) during the driest months of some years.  The DEIR further states that these cells 

would continue to have groundwater within 3.3 feet of the surface during the majority of 

growing season months during most years, although the number of years that the threshold 

would be exceeded would increase.  In the driest years (10-20% of years), there would be 

seasons where groundwater levels drop below the threshold of meadow functionality for the 

majority of the growing season near Squaw Creek.  As stated previously, current estimations of 

groundwater levels as a result of project implementation are inaccurate and do not consider 

the compounding effects of climate change on groundwater drawdown or recharge; thus, 

impacts to meadow vegetation are likely underestimated. 

The DEIR (p. 6-44) states that ‘since meadows are composed of annual plants that have adapted 

to variable water conditions, reduced vegetation productivity or earlier die off of annual 

vegetation due to lower water levels or dry years is a regular part of ecosystem function’ and 

‘meadow vegetation will return in wetter years.’  Based on habitat descriptions (Section 6.1.3), 

it appears that the majority of plants in wet and dry meadows onsite are herbaceous, perennial 
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species rather than annual species.  Annual and perennial herbaceous species may be subject 

to different types of impacts, as discussed below. 

The DEIR (p. 6-44) concludes that ‘impacts to meadow vegetation in the upper reaches of 

Squaw Creek meadows would not be substantial since any reduction in meadow vegetation or 

vegetation productivity during dry years would be minimal and temporary.’  The DEIR indicates 

that baseline and non-project groundwater depths only drop below 3.3 feet during the driest 

months of some years, while groundwater depths with project implementation will drop below 

3.3 feet during the growing season months.  This is an important distinction because increased 

drawdowns that lengthen the dry period during the growing season could result in plant 

mortality over time.  Evidence suggests that impacts to meadow vegetation from groundwater 

drawdown in summer are greatest following a dry winter (Cooper et al. 2015).  Further, 

changes in baseline groundwater levels, even if within 3.3 feet of the surface, could result in 

shifts in meadow species composition, since species or species-groups have different water 

requirements (e.g., Allen-Diaz 1991).  Many perennial herbaceous meadow plants are 

rhizomatous species that may experience above-ground die-off during dry periods, but 

regenerate from below-ground root stock under favorable conditions.  Although these species 

are adapted to natural fluctuations in climatic conditions that affect growth in some years, a 

permanent change in condition to more frequent years of lower groundwater levels would 

constitute an additional stress that could result in plant mortality over time. 

Habitat descriptions (Section 6.1.3) list a few annual plants species in meadows onsite.  Many 

annual plants rely on soil seed banks for germination and growth.  Changes in groundwater 

levels during the growing season could result in annual plant mortality prior to seed set, which 

would reduce inputs to the soil seed bank and adversely affect long-term species persistence 

and native meadow species diversity. 

The impact analysis does not provide evidence to support the contention that groundwater 

drawdown during the growing season months will not result in direct or indirect impacts to 

meadow vegetation.  Of particular importance is the timing and duration of the drawdown.  

Further, the impact analysis should be based on revised groundwater modeling that considers 

the compounding effects of climate change on groundwater drawdown. 

Loss of both annual and perennial herbaceous meadow species would provide gaps for 

colonization by species adapted to drier conditions, including upland trees, shrubs (e.g., 

Darrouzet-Nardi et al. 2006), and invasive plant species.  Colonization by invasive annual 

grasses could increase fire potential per the grass-fire cycle (D’Antonio and Vitousek 1992).  

One invasive annual grass observed in disturbed areas onsite, cheatgrass (Bromus tectorum), 

contributes to increased fire frequency in sagebrush communities (Baker 2006) and has already 
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altered the fire season in some areas of the eastern Sierra Nevada (Slaton and Stone 2013).  

The DEIR should consider these potential indirect impacts to meadow vegetation. 

Restoration Potential.  The DEIR (p. 6-45) indicates that proposed restoration would result in a 

net increase of wetted habitat and seasonal wetlands, but provides no indication of what types 

of habitats would be restored or whether the target restoration acreages are feasible or 

sustainable in the long-term.  The anticipated wetland habitat increases are based on 

inaccurate groundwater modeling and do not consider the compounding effects of climate 

change on groundwater drawdown.  An assessment of restoration feasibility and success should 

be based on (1) revised groundwater modeling that incorporates climate change simulations, 

(2) hydrologic modeling that incorporates plant species distribution models (e.g., 

Hammersmark et al. 2010), and (3) wetland species-specific data from literature or reference 

sites. 

A goal of the conceptual restoration plan is to ‘offset current and historical impacts to the 

channel through improvement of aquatic, riparian, and wetland habitat.’ (Balance Hydrologics, 

Inc. 2014).  However, the restoration plan focuses primarily on aquatic rather than riparian or 

wetland habitat, and does not provide evidence that impacts to sensitive habitats would be 

mitigated. 

Proposed mitigation measures are insufficiently detailed to determine their adequacy to 

offset project impacts 

Section 6.3.4 Impact Analysis 

Mitigation Measure 6-1a:  Wetland Delineations 

The DEIR (p. 6-46) calls for surveys of sensitive natural communities and a delineation of waters 

of the U.S. prior to the start of onsite construction activities, and further indicates that 

impacted habitat shall be replaced on a 1:1 no net loss basis.  Deferring identification of 

sensitive natural communities and additional waters of the U.S. (potentially including wetlands) 

precludes analysis of all project impacts and reduces the potential for project redesign to avoid 

potentially significant biological resources.  All project impacts should be quantified as part of 

the EIR process. 

The DEIR (p. 6-47) states that ‘this project plans to construct all or a portion of replacement 

wetlands onsite.’  However, there is no indication of which riparian/wetland species/habitats 

will be replaced, whether the proposed project hydrology (including groundwater levels with 

project implementation) will support wetland replacement on a short- or long-term basis, 

whether supplemental irrigation will be required, and what the demands of that irrigation may 
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be on groundwater levels.  In the absence of these details, the DEIR lacks evidence for its 

conclusion that the project’s impacts to wetlands would be mitigated to a less than significant 

level. 

The DEIR (p. 6-47) further indicates that all or a part of wetland or riparian mitigation may occur 

offsite, presumably through a mitigation bank.  The DEIR should identify County-qualified 

mitigation banks in the project area with mitigation credits available for in-kind habitat 

compensation or potential offsite areas suitable for wetland/riparian habitat construction. 

Mitigation Measure 6-1b:  Ecological Performance Standards 

In addition to the ecological performance standards listed in the DEIR (p. 6-49), monitoring of 

riparian restoration success should include indicators of riparian tree stress, such as reduced 

density, growth, and crown die-back. 

Mitigation Measure 6-1c:  Monitor and Respond to Groundwater Effects 

This mitigation measure calls for a 5-year monitoring period to record responses of riparian and 

meadow vegetation to groundwater level declines (DEIR, p. 6-49).  Groundwater level declines 

may result in a range of impacts to sensitive habitats that can manifest over short- or long 

timeframes, depending on level, timing, and duration of the drawdown (Stromberg and Patten 

1990, 1992, 1996, Scott et al. 1999, DiSalvo and Hart 2002).  For example, rapid and sustained 

drawdowns may result in immediate vegetation mortality, whereas more gradual drawdowns 

that cause sustained or repeated stress to vegetation may result in reduced growth, reduced 

reproductive output, and eventual mortality over a longer time period (>5 years).  Accordingly, 

monitoring of vegetation responses to groundwater level declines should occur over a longer 

time period (e.g., >6-10 years or longer). 

Significance after Mitigation (Mitigation Measures 6-1a – 6-1d) 

The DEIR (p. 6-50) indicates that with implementation of mitigation measures 6-1a through 6-

1d, impacts to sensitive habitats would be less than significant.  However, the DEIR (1) has not 

addressed or quantified all potential impacts to sensitive habitats onsite, (2) does not provide 

evidence that the built project will support restored wetland and riparian habitat onsite, and (3) 

has not identified potential offsite mitigation banks or restoration sites.  Given these 

shortcomings, the DEIR lacks the necessary evidence to conclude that impacts to sensitive 

habitats would be less than significant. 
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Groundwater drawdown will be exacerbated by climate change and may contribute to 

greenhouse gases; the DEIR does not consider or adequately address all impacts to sensitive 

habitat from project implementation (including direct, indirect, or cumulative impacts) 

Section 16:  Greenhouse Gases and Climate Change 

General Comment.  The DEIR does not consider the effects of climate change on groundwater 

modeling or biological resources.  As a result, potential impacts to sensitive biological resources 

from project implementation are likely underestimated.  For example, project impacts from 

groundwater drawdown may be intensified as a result of climate change due to global warming.  

Vegetation communities such as riparian and wetland habitats that are already stressed by 

historic groundwater drawdowns and that will be further impacted by project-related 

drawdowns will be particularly vulnerable to climate change stressors (Cummings and Nydick 

2013).  Climate change projections should be incorporated into groundwater modeling and 

considered in the analysis of biological impacts and restoration plan design.  Without an 

assessment of all potential impacts, proposed mitigation measures may not be sufficient to 

offset the combined effects of project implementation and climate change on biological 

resources (Siegel et al. 2007). 

Greenhouse Gas Emissions.  The DEIR (p. 16-13) estimated the loss of sequestered carbon 

based on types and amounts of vegetation that would be removed permanently due to 

construction, per Table 6-1.  As discussed above, impacts to biological resources are likely 

underestimated based on inaccurate groundwater modeling and failure to consider the 

compounding effects of climate change.  Therefore, sequestered carbon losses are likely 

underestimated. 

It is unclear whether estimates of sequestered carbon losses considered impacts to wet 

meadows at or above streambed level.  Wet meadows store large amounts of soil organic 

carbon compared with surrounding uplands and function as important carbon sinks (Norton et 

al. 2014).  This function is dependent on the maintenance of wet or saturated conditions.  

Deteriorating or drying meadows act as a carbon source, releasing sequestered carbon into the 

atmosphere where it contributes to greenhouse gas emissions and exacerbates global warming 

(Kayranli et al. 2010, Norton et al. 2011, Badiou et al. 2011, Norton et al. 2014).  The DEIR must 

consider potential impacts to wet meadows with respect to loss of sequestered carbon. 

Impact 16-3:  Impacts of Climate Change on the Project 

The DEIR (pp. 16-20-16-21) states that ‘although there is a strong scientific consensus that 

global climate change is occurring and is influenced by human activity, there is less certainty as 
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to the timing, severity, and potential consequences of the climate phenomena, particularly at 

specific locations.’  Note that scientists are in agreement that the Sierra Nevada will experience 

increased temperatures.  Existing climate data and climate change modeling projections 

indicate a decreased snow pack, earlier and more rapid snowmelt, longer and more severe 

droughts during the growing season, shifts in plant species composition, increases in invasive 

plant populations, increases in fire probability, and increased flooding and erosive events 

(Cummings and Nydick 2013, Stillwater Sciences 2012,  Das et al. 2011, Sierra Nevada Alliance 

2010, Young et al. 2009; Cayan et al. 2008; Peterson et al. 2008, Vicuna et al. 2007, Mote 2005, 

Dettinger et al. 2004, Hayhoe et al. 2004, and others).  The DEIR should consider existing 

climate data and climate change projections in groundwater modeling, biological impact 

analysis, and restoration plan design. 

The DEIR (pp. 16-20-16-21) addresses potential climate change impacts to land uses and 

facilities, but does not address potential climate change impacts to biological resources.  

Project impacts that will be intensified by climate change include hydrological changes (e.g., 

groundwater drawdown, timing and duration of surface flows) that will affect sensitive 

habitats, habitat type conversions (and potential loss of wildlife habitat) due to drying 

conditions or repeated wildfire, and increased erosion following wildfire (e.g., Pauseus and 

Keeley 2014, Stillwater Sciences 2012, Sierra Nevada Alliance 2010, Westerling 2006).  Climate 

change is also expected to facilitate the spread of invasive plant species as thermal barriers to 

invasion are removed.  Invasive plants may out-compete native plants for resources, draw 

down water tables, alter food web dynamics for animals, and result in a shift in species 

composition, altered hydrology, and wetland structure (Sierra Nevada Alliance 2010, Belnap et 

al. 2005, Ehrenfeld 2003, Evans et al. 2001, Cox 1999, Wilcove et al. 1998, D’Antonio and 

Vitousek 1992, Huenneke et al. 1990, Vitousek et al. 1990, and many others).  The DEIR fails to 

address all potential impacts to biological resources from climate change. 

Section 18-1:  Cumulative Impacts 

Cumulative impacts result from past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions.  The 

DEIR (p. 18-10) mentions historic losses to meadows in the region but does not adequately 

discuss existing or future impacts to this habitat onsite.  Sierra Nevada meadows have been 

identified as one of the most altered, impacted, and at-risk landscapes in the range (Viers et al. 

2013).  In this context, any additional meadow losses or degradation could constitute significant 

cumulative impacts. 
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Impact 18-6:  Cumulative Effects on Sensitive Habitats 

The DEIR (p. 18-10) states that ‘Mitigation Measures 6-1a through 6-1d would reduce 

cumulative project impacts to sensitive habitats to less-than significant because these measures 

would ensure that the Specific Plan results in no net loss of sensitive habitats.’  However, the 

DEIR has not addressed or quantified all potential impacts to sensitive habitats.  The cumulative 

impact analysis must consider the combined effect of direct and indirect impacts from all 

project components, and then identify feasible mitigation for the combined impacts. 

The DEIR (p. 18-10) concludes that the Specific Plan would not contribute considerably to the 

overall significant cumulative effect on sensitive habitats in the Tahoe-Truckee region because 

of proposed mitigation measures.  As discussed above, there are substantial flaws in the DEIR’s 

proposed mitigation measures for the porject’s impacts to sensitive habitats.  For this reason, 

the DEIR cannot rely on these measures to conclude that impacts would be less than significant.  

In addition, this assessment of impacts to sensitive habitats is based on current groundwater 

modeling that is inaccurate and does not consider the compounding effects of climate change.  

The DEIR should assess impacts based on revised groundwater modeling that considers the 

compounding effects of climate change and reach a conclusion regarding the project’s 

contribution to cumulative impacts based on that analysis. 

The DEIR (p. 18-10) identifies several probable future projects in the region (DEIR, Table 18-2, 

pp. 18-3-18-5) but does not actually evaluate the combined effects of these projects.  At a 

minimum, the analysis should consider cumulative impacts to sensitive habitats for those 

projects that are approved, under construction, or finalized, and evaluate the combined effects 

of those projects. 
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July 16, 2015 

Ms. Laurel L. Impett 
Shute, Mihaly & Weinberger LLP 
396 Hayes Street 
San Francisco, CA 94102-4421 
 
RE: Village at Squaw Valley Specific Plan DEIR—review of impacts to Sierra Nevada yellow-legged 

frog (SNYLF) 
 
Dear Laurel: 
 
The Conservation Biology Institute (CBI) is a 501(c)3 organization that works collaboratively to 
conserve biological diversity in its natural state through applied research, education, planning, 
and community service.  CBI’s extensive partner network includes academic institutions, state 
and federal agencies, and other non-profit environmental organizations.  CBI combines 
strengths across multiple disciplines ranging from conservation planning to habitat management 
and monitoring to ecological modeling of species populations, landscape connectivity, climate 
change, and fire. 
 
I have reviewed the referenced document and submit these comments specifically on impacts to and 
mitigation for the Sierra Nevada yellow legged frog (SNYLF, Rana sierrae) and its habitat.  My analyses 
have been informed through discussion with Dr. Tom Myers, hydrological consultant, and review of his 
Technical Memorandum on impacts to the Olympic Valley aquifer, as well as through discussion with Dr. 
Roland Knapp of the University of California Sierra Nevada Aquatic Research Laboratory, who is a 
leading expert on SNYLF.  My comments are presented within the regional context of the Conservation 
Assessment for the mountain yellow-legged frog (Brown et al. 2014) and the forthcoming Conservation 
Strategy for the mountain yellow-legged frog. 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
Jerre Ann Stallcup, M.A. 
Conservation Ecologist 
 

 

Conservation Biology Institute 
 

136 SW Washington Ave. Suite 202 
Corvallis, OR 97333 
(661) 245-3 
 
www.consbio.org 
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Impact Assessment 

The DEIR incorrectly states that disturbances to SNYLF and its habitat—development, increased 

groundwater pumping, and creek restoration—will be less than significant.  However, Myers’ hydrology 

analysis concludes that there will be significant impacts to wetland and aquatic habitat as a result of 

groundwater drawdown.  These habitats are proposed Critical Habitat for SNYLF, which requires a 

mosaic of aquatic habitats and an intact aquatic food web for the species’ various life history stages 

(eggs, larvae, metamorphs, and adults) as well as for potential dispersal.  Thus, the development would 

adversely impact proposed SNYLF Critical Habitat—the area considered essential for the conservation of 

a threatened or endangered species.  The DEIR does not require precautionary monitoring measures for 

all stages of the species’ life cycle, only for adults, or for potential impacts to aquatic habitat and the 

aquatic food web.  The proposed removal of fish barriers will decrease the potential habitat available for 

SNYLF, by allowing nonnative predatory fish to access new habitat, and should be considered a 

significant impact that is not mitigated.   

The DEIR considers only the direct impacts of the proposed project on SNYLF.  It does not consider the 

synergistic indirect effects of habitat loss, fragmentation, groundwater drawdown, changes in water 

quality and sedimentation as a result of development and operation, disease, increased recreation, and 

climate change.  It does not acknowledge the potential regional impacts to connectivity between 

subpopulations of SNYLF in the vicinity of, but outside of, the project site.  For example, SNYLF has been 

found upstream of and south of the project site as recently as 1999 and 2004.  Therefore, the project 

has the potential to reduce connectivity between these subpopulations, and SNYLF populations are 

thought to function as metapopulations, where connectivity between subpopulations is essential to 

species persistence.  The DEIR does not consider the significance of the metapopulation in this location 

to the long-term persistence, genetic diversity, connectivity, and recovery of the species on a regional 

level, or the cumulative impacts to Rana sierrae from this project in the context of impacts across its 

range.  This is unacceptable for a species that is vulnerable to extinction.   

Mitigation 

The proposed project and mitigation, while potentially avoiding take of individuals, does not include 

measures outlined in the Conservation Assessment (Brown et al. 2014), the best available science for 

the species.  The Conservation Assessment identifies the genetic variability throughout the species’ 

range and the need to protect connecting habitat among genetic subunits.  The mitigation plan does not 

consider contribution to conservation of the metapopulation or the species as a whole.  The region west 

of Lake Tahoe is in the middle of the species’ distribution, and there are very few, if any, individuals 

formally conserved in this region of Critical Habitat.  Losing any populations in this area could result in 

disjunct populations to the north and south, with no potential for genetic connectivity. 

The mitigation plan for impacts to Squaw Creek wetlands proposes to create brown trout refuge habitat 

as a target for restoration; the brown trout is a predator of SNYLF.  Therefore, if successful, this 

restoration would actually cause greater impacts to Rana sierrae.  The proposed mitigation does not 

account for the exacerbating impacts of climate change and other anthropogenic impacts on the SNYLF, 
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and the mitigation will not restore the structure and function necessary to support the native ecosystem 

characteristics of the Squaw Creek watershed.  To mitigate significant impacts to SNYLF and its habitat, 

the project should implement measures described in the Conservation Assessment, which identifies 

recovery options to be presented in the forthcoming Conservation Strategy (Forest Service, in 

preparation). 

Conservation Strategy 

Final decisions on impacts and mitigation for this project should be deferred until release of the 

Conservation Strategy for this species.  Conservation options to be presented in the forthcoming 

Conservation Strategy include management at multiple scales for multiple life history stages, requiring a 

mosaic of habitat types.  Management strategies include removal of fish in priority basins, restoration 

and enhancement of habitat requirements, and (potentially) translocation of frogs.  The Conservation 

Strategy considers the existing genetic variability throughout the species’ range and the need to protect 

connecting habitat among genetic subunits.  It will identify specific research needs relative to dispersal, 

the amphibian chytrid fungus, effects of airborne contaminants, and potential impacts of recreational 

activities and vegetation management, e.g., for fire. 
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Ms. Laurel L. Impett, AICP 

Shute, Mihaly & Weinberger LLP 

396 Hayes Street 

San Francisco, California  94102 

 

Subject: Review of Transportation and Circulation Analysis  

 Village at Squaw Valley Specific Plan Draft Environmental Impact Report 

Dear Ms. Impett: 

 

As requested, MRO Engineers, Inc., has completed a review of the “Transportation and Circulation” 

analysis completed with respect to the proposed Village at Squaw Valley Specific Plan in Placer 

County, California.  The proposed project is the subject of a Draft Environmental Impact Report 

(DEIR), which was prepared by Ascent Environmental, Inc., for the Placer County Planning Services 

Division in May 2015.  The DEIR incorporates a traffic impact analysis completed by Fehr & Peers. 

This letter report documents the results of our detailed review of the Transportation and Circulation 

analysis presented in the DEIR.   

PROJECT DESCRIPTION 

The proposed Village at Squaw Valley Specific Plan project would be located on a 94-acre site 

within the larger Squaw Valley area.  A mixed-use development is proposed, which would include 

the following components (Ref.: DEIR, p. 2-3): 

• Main Village Area 

o Resort Residential:  Up to 1,493 bedrooms within 850 residential units. 

o Commercial:  297,733 square feet (SF) of tourist-serving space, including hotel common 

areas, conference rooms, retail, restaurants, etc.;  about 91,522 SF would be removed. 

o Mountain Adventure Camp (MAC):  90,000 SF recreation facility with indoor/outdoor 

pool system, water slides, indoor rock climbing, 300-seat movie theater, 30-lane bowling 

alley, and multi-generational arcade. 

o Parking:  3,297 parking spaces, with up to 1,800 additional spaces in podium parking 

under new buildings. 

• East Parcel 

o Employee Housing and Recreational Facilities: 50 employee housing units 

accommodating 300 employees. 

o Commercial Space:  20,000 SF, including a 15,000 SF shipping and receiving facility 

and a 5,000 SF market. 
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REVIEW OF TRANSPORTATION AND CIRCULATION ANALYSIS 

The traffic and transportation system impacts associated with the Village at Squaw Valley Specific 

Plan project are addressed in Chapter 9 – Transportation and Circulation of the DEIR.  Our review of 

that analysis revealed several issues that must be addressed prior to approval by Placer County of the 

proposed project and its environmental documentation.  These issues are presented below.   

1. Incomplete Set of Daily Traffic Analysis Scenarios – DEIR Table 9-18 (p. 9-38) presents an 

estimate of the volume of project-generated traffic on a daily basis for a Saturday in the winter 

season.  That estimate is 2,821 vehicles per day (VPD).  Although the DEIR Transportation and 

Circulation section presents no comparable daily traffic estimate for summer conditions, 

examination of the DEIR Air Quality section reveals this information. 

 Specifically, DEIR p. 10-15 says: 

Upon full buildout of the Specific Plan . . . the project would generate up to 2,821 

trips per day . . . during the peak day of the winter season and up to 8,410 trips per 

day  . . . during the peak summer season day. 

 In other words, the proposed project would generate three times more daily traffic in the summer 

than in the winter. 

However, DEIR p. 9-3 says: 

. . . summer daily conditions are not analyzed because the winter daily volume is 

much higher. 

Obviously, this statement is erroneous, given the daily traffic volume estimates presented above.  

As such, the DEIR traffic analysis must be revised to incorporate an analysis of traffic operations 

in the study area under summer daily conditions. 

Even in the unlikely event that the combined total of background/ambient traffic and project-

generated traffic is lower in the summer than in the winter, the addition of over 8,400 daily 

vehicles to the local road system (with all of them on Squaw Valley Road) will adversely impact 

traffic operations and the quality of life of nearby residents, as illustrated below.   

• Referring to DEIR Table 9-7 (p. 9-13), the capacity of Squaw Valley Road west of Squaw 

Creek Road is shown to be 15,000 VPD.  The project’s summer trip generation represents 56 

percent of this total.  In other words, over half of the total capacity of Squaw Valley Road 

will be consumed by project-related traffic.  Assuming for illustrative purposes that the 

existing summer traffic volume on this road segment is equal to the winter volume (as shown 

on DEIR Table 9-11, p. 9-17), addition of the project traffic would increase the daily traffic 

volume from 12,900 VPD to 21,310 VPD.  The volume/capacity (V/C) ratio would increase 

from 0.86 (LOS D) to 1.42 (LOS F).  This would represent a significant impact, as the DEIR 

significance criteria require operation of this road segment at LOS C or better. 

• On Squaw Valley Road west of State Route 89, the daily traffic volume would increase from 

12,600 VPD to 21,010 VPD, with a corresponding increase in V/C ratio from 0.56 (LOS A) 

to 0.93 (LOS E).  This would also represent a significant impact, as the DEIR significance 

criteria require operation of this road segment, which is within ½-mile of SR 89, at LOS D 

or better. 
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The failure to consider summer traffic operations on a daily basis is a significant deficiency in 

the DEIR, which can only be remedied by modifying the traffic analysis and recirculating the 

DEIR for further public review.  

2. Incomplete Set of Peak-Hour Traffic Analysis Scenarios – The traffic impact analysis 

addressed conditions in the following three peak-hour scenarios: 

• Winter Saturday AM Peak Hour, 

• Winter Sunday PM Peak Hour, and 

• Summer Friday PM Peak Hour. 

 With regard to the first of those scenarios, the DEIR states (p. 9-4): 

The winter a.m. peak hour analysis represents conditions on a Saturday morning 

when the most skiers use the mountain. 

This statement illuminates a deficiency in the traffic analysis, as the fact that the most skiers are 

using the mountain means that they are already at Squaw Valley; they are not travelling to 

Squaw Valley.  Consequently, rather than evaluating conditions representing travel by patrons of 

the proposed project, this scenario primarily reflects traffic flow associated with day-use skiers.  

In that regard, we note that the DEIR says (p. 9-37): 

The proposed project would not be expected to affect the number of day-use skiers . . . 

Consequently, the analysis of the winter Saturday AM peak hour is of little value in determining 

the environmental impacts of the proposed project. 

The DEIR Transportation and Circulation section presents a fairly detailed description regarding 

the selection of the specific hours to be analyzed.  However, there is no indication that the 

process employed in establishing the specific study periods considered the appropriate day of the 

week to be analyzed. 

In this regard, the traffic analysis is somewhat contradictory, in that the winter analyses 

addressed Saturday and Sunday conditions, while the summer analysis treated the Friday PM 

peak hour as the critical analysis time period.  The DEIR supports consideration of the summer 

Friday PM peak hour, as follows (DEIR, p. 9-3): 

For this DEIR, the summer condition represents a Friday afternoon peak hour in 

August . . . Friday afternoon conditions typically represent peak conditions resulting 

from various recreational activities and overnight visitor travel to seasonal 

residences, rentals, or other lodging accommodations. 

We can’t help but wonder:  If Friday afternoon is the peak time in the summer, why not in the 

winter, when all of the same conditions regarding recreational activities (e.g., skiing) and 

overnight visitor travel (such as the proposed project) apply? 

The need for an analysis of the winter Friday PM peak hour is further supported by a cursory 

examination of the project trip generation estimates documented in the DEIR Transportation and 

Circulation section.  Although the peak-hour trip generation estimates for winter and summer 

conditions are presented separately in the DEIR (Winter: Table 9-18, p. 9-38 and Summer: Table 

9-19, p. 9-43), for convenience in comparing the numbers, we have combined them into Table 1.  
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TABLE 1 

Trip Generation Comparison 

Land Use Size 

Winter
1 

Summer  

Friday PM Peak Hour
2 

Saturday AM Peak Hour Sunday PM Peak Hour 

In Out Total In Out Total In Out Total 

Hotel/Condo/Fractional Cabin Units 

(Guest/Deliveries/Retail/Restaurant) 
1,286 units 

after lock-

offs 

58 50 108 38 98 136 240 236 476 

Hotel/Condo/Fractional Cabin Units 

(Employees) 
29 5 34 2 54 56 26 77 103 

TOTAL TRIPS 87 55 142 40 152 192 266 313 579 

TRIP GENERATION RATE (Trips/Unit) 0.068 0.043 0.111 0.031 0.118 0.149 0.207 0.243 0.456 

Notes: 
1
 Source:  DEIR, Table 9-18, p. 9-38. 

2
 Source:  DEIR Table 9-19, p. 9-43. 
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For simplicity, we have used the format employed in DEIR Table 9-19, which combines the 

various lodging categories into a single class while distinguishing between guest and employee 

trips.  Note also that, because the summer trip generation estimate for the lodging facilities also 

reflected the on-site retail and restaurant space, we have included those land uses in the values 

presented in Table 1, so as to provide comparable numbers. Table 1 excludes the Mountain 

Adventure Camp (which is shown to generate very few trips) and the East Parcel land uses. 

As shown, in the summer Friday PM peak hour, the proposed project is estimated to generate 

over four times as much traffic as in the winter Saturday AM peak hour.  Compared to the winter 

Sunday PM peak hour, the summer Friday PM peak hour represents over three times as much 

project-generated traffic. 

Given the fact that Squaw Valley is known the world over as a ski resort, it is difficult to 

understand why the greatest volume of project traffic would occur in the summer, and by a 

sizable margin.  Although we recognize that one of the project objectives relates to development 

of a “year-round, destination resort,” another objective is to provide a resort that is, “on par with 

peer world class North American ski destinations.”  It seems that the traffic impact analysis has 

substantially underestimated the volume of winter peak-hour traffic. 

While the three peak-hour scenarios presented in the DEIR may contribute to a limited 

understanding of the traffic impacts associated with the proposed project, those impacts will not 

be fully revealed and understood until an analysis scenario addressing conditions during the 

winter Friday PM peak hour is completed and distributed for public review. 

Furthermore, given the substantial volume of project traffic estimated to occur in the summer 

Friday PM peak hour (which reflects the time when weekend guests will arrive at Squaw 

Valley), it seems logical to address the key time period when those guests will depart the 

proposed project.  Specifically, the DEIR should also evaluate traffic operations during the 

summer Sunday PM peak hour. 

3. Incorrect Trip Generation Estimate – The trip generation estimate for the proposed project 

contains several questionable elements. 

• For the East Parcel retail land use (5,000 SF), the volume of traffic for summer Friday PM 

peak-hour conditions (DEIR Table 9-19, p. 9-43) was appropriately estimated using 

information presented in the Institute of Transportation Engineers (ITE) Trip Generation 

Manual (Ninth Edition, 2012). However, the estimate is based on applying the average trip 

rate for a shopping center.  This is wrong for several reasons.   

o First, because of the typical trip generation pattern for shopping centers (i.e., the bigger 

they get, the fewer trips they generate per 1,000 SF), the average trip generation rate 

provided in the ITE Trip Generation Manual is never used by knowledgeable 

professionals.  Instead, the logarithmic formula is typically used.  DEIR Table 9-19 (p. 

9-43) shows that the East Parcel retail would generate 19 total trips in the Friday PM 

peak hour, based on the average ITE rate (as applied in the DEIR). Correctly applying 

the logarithmic formula indicates it would generate 80 trips, over four times more. 

o Second, perhaps more importantly,  the 5,000 SF retail store is not a shopping center; it’s 

a convenience market.  Specifically,  DEIR p. 9-39 says, “. . . it would serve local, 

convenience shopping needs of project employees who reside in the East Parcel” and, 

M R O 

  ENGINEERS 

 

 

 



Ms. Laurel L. Impett, AICP 

June 18, 2015 

Page 6  

 

 

 

further, “. . . would also attract ‘pass-by’ trips from Squaw Valley Road.”  In contrast, 

according to the ITE Trip Generation Manual: 

A shopping center is an integrated group of commercial establishments 

that is planned, developed, owned and managed as a unit. [Emphasis added] 

Further, in the ITE Trip Generation Manual, the average size of the surveyed shopping 

centers is 376,000 SF (i.e., 75 times bigger than the East Parcel retail), while the average 

size of convenience markets is 3,000 SF, which is comparable to the East Parcel store. 

o Third, because it’s a convenience market and not a shopping center, the correct trip rate 

to apply is for convenience markets.  The ITE Trip Generation Manual has two 

categories of these markets – one for stores open 24 hours and one for stores open 15 – 

16 hours.   

� For a 24-hour convenience market, the PM peak-hour trip rate is 52.41 trips/1,000 

SF, which would result in an estimated total of 262 PM peak-hour trips (instead of 

19).   

� For a 15 – 16-hour store, the trip generation rate is 34.57 trips/1,000 SF.  Applying 

that rate would indicate that the East Parcel retail would generate 173 PM peak-hour 

trips.   

� Based on information provided in the ITE Trip Generation Handbook (Third 

Edition, August 2014), about half of the convenience market trips would be pass-by 

trips (i.e., trips associated with vehicles that are already on the adjacent road), 

compared to 34 percent for a shopping center. Applying the pertinent percentages to 

the retail trip estimates reveals the following net trip generation values: 

� Shopping center average rate:  19 trips minus 34 percent pass-by = 13 net trips 

� Shopping center logarithmic formula: 80 trips minus 34 percent pass-by = 53 net 

trips 

� 24-hour convenience market:  262 trips minus 51 percent pass-by = 128 net trips 

� 15 – 16-hour convenience market:  173 trips minus 51 percent pass-by = 85 trips 

When the East Parcel retail is appropriately treated as a convenience market, it is 

found to generate at least 6.5 times as much traffic as the DEIR indicates.  This 

difference is clearly substantial.   

• There is no description of the basis for the number of trips estimated for the “Miscellaneous” 

land use category in DEIR Table 9-18 (p. 9-38).  According to the applicable footnote in the 

table, this land use category includes “delivery trucks, emergency/utility service vehicles, 

transit, taxi, and other (e.g., pick-up/drop-offs) trips.” On a daily basis, the table indicates 

there will be 100 miscellaneous trips (50 inbound and 50 outbound), while in the two peak-

hour periods, there will be 20 trips in the Saturday AM (10 in and 10 out) and in the Sunday 

PM, there will be 15 trips (5 in and 10 out).  Given the lack of documentation and the 

“roundness” of the numbers, it is difficult to escape the conclusion that the estimates were 

simply fabricated from thin air. 
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• The condo hotel and fractional cabin trip generation estimates were based partly on the guest 

parking supply (i.e., 0.75 guest parking spaces per 1-bedroom unit, 1.0 guest parking space 

per 2-bedroom unit, and 1.25 guest parking spaces per 3-bedroom unit, as presented in the 

parking analysis in DEIR Appendix G).  Derivation of a trip generation estimate based on 

the proposed parking supply is contrary to standard practice in the traffic engineering 

profession.  There is simply no connection between the number of parking spaces and the 

volume of traffic generated in any peak-hour period.  To be valid, the trip generation 

estimate must be based on the size of the actual “generator,” which in this case is the number 

of lodging units. 

Moreover, if the proposed parking supply is inadequate, the project’s trip generation will be 

under-estimated.  Of particular concern in this case is the proposal to provide only 0.75 

parking spaces per 1-bedroom unit at a development where surveys show that 82 - 86 

percent of the visitors and guests arrive by auto.  (Ref.:  DEIR Tables 9-12 through 9-15, pp. 

9-18 through 9-21)  According to the trip generation tables presented in DEIR Appendix G, 

1,118 of the 1,255 condo hotel units (i.e., 89 percent) will be 1-bedroom units.  Thus, 

inadequate parking will be provided due to allocation of less than one parking space per unit 

to almost 90 percent of the lodging development.  (See comment 10 below.) 

In addition to the fact that guests will be left scrambling to find a place to park their vehicles, 

the volume of project-generated traffic has been under-estimated by 20 – 25 percent.  

• DEIR p. 9-37 says, “[t]he proposed project would not be expected to affect the number of 

day-use skiers, or any of their travel behaviors . . .”  The validity of this statement is clearly 

questionable. As noted above, one of the project objectives is to provide a resort that is, “on 

par with peer world class North American ski destinations.” Achieving this objective will 

certainly result in substantial growth in day-skier demand.  Moreover, it seems obvious that 

part of the reason for building 29,530 SF of restaurants, 27,700 SF of retail, and the 90,000 

SF “Mountain Adventure Camp” is to attract more day-use skiers from other ski areas.  The 

project trip generation estimate must reflect this likelihood. 

• In fact, it’s reasonable to expect that the Mountain Adventure Camp, with its extensive and 

challenging recreational opportunities will become an attraction in its own right.  Despite 

this, DEIR Table 9-18 indicates that the MAC will generate a grand total of 58 guest trips 

over the course of an entire Saturday, with 4 guest trips in the Saturday AM peak hour and 6 

guest trips in the Sunday PM peak hour.  Again, the project trip generation estimate must be 

revised to include a more realistic assessment of the magnitude of this attraction. 

4. Failure to Analyze Project Impacts on the Interstate 80 Freeway – The DEIR presents an in-

depth analysis of traffic operations on SR 89 and Squaw Valley Road. However, no 

consideration is given to the potential impacts of the proposed project on Interstate 80 (I-80), 

which will serve a substantial portion of the project-generated traffic. 

 Among the intersections included in the analysis are SR 89/I-80 Westbound Ramps and SR 89/I-

80 Eastbound Ramps.  DEIR Exhibit 9-10 (p. 9-51) illustrates the “Project-Only Trips.”  Review 

of that figure reveals that a total of 152 PM peak-hour project-generated trips were assigned 

to/from the west on I-80 on a summer Friday.  Those 152 trips represent 25 percent of the total 

project trip generation in the summer Friday PM peak hour.  In that same summer Friday PM 

peak-hour period, 96 project-related trips (17 percent of the project-generated total) were 

assigned to/from the east on I-80. 

M R O 

  ENGINEERS 

 

 

 



Ms. Laurel L. Impett, AICP 

June 18, 2015 

Page 8  

 

 

 

Despite the fact that I-80 was projected to carry a substantial portion of the traffic generated by 

the proposed project, no analysis was conducted to assess potential project-related traffic impacts 

at the I-80/SR 89 on- or off-ramps or the merge/diverge points where those ramps meet the 

freeway mainline.  Further, no analysis of project-related impacts on the I-80 mainline was 

performed.  Consequently, it is impossible to determine whether the proposed project will 

adversely impact traffic operations on the freeway or its ramps. To ensure a thorough analysis of 

potential traffic impacts, it is essential that these analyses be performed and documented in a 

revised DEIR. 

5. Inadequate Documentation of Vehicle Miles Traveled (VMT) Estimate – Certain of the 

analyses documented in the DEIR Air Quality section (Chapter 10) are based upon, “. . . an 

estimate of project-generated vehicle trips and VMT developed as part of the analysis presented 

in Chapter 9. ‘Transportation and Circulation’ (Fehr & Peers 2014) . . .” (DEIR p. 10-12) 

Further, “[t]he VMT was calculated by Fehr & Peers, the traffic consultant that prepared the 

EIR’s Transportation and Circulation (Chapter 9) analysis.”  (DEIR p. 10-12)   

 Similar references are found in DEIR Chapter 16, Greenhouse Gases and Climate Change. 

 Careful review of the Transportation and Circulation analysis presented in DEIR Chapter 9 

reveals no mention of VMT and certainly no documentation of the assumptions and procedures 

employed in developing any VMT estimates.  In fact, a digital search of the chapter reveals only 

a single reference to VMT or vehicle miles traveled; that reference occurs in the description of 

the Lake Tahoe Regional Plan and bears no relationship to the specific travel characteristics of 

the proposed project. 

In any event, the project’s VMT estimates are presented on DEIR p. 10-15, as follows: 

Upon full buildout of the Specific Plan . . . the project would generate up to 2,821 

trips per day and 85,398 VMT in Placer County and/or the MCAB [Mountain 

Counties Air Basin] during the peak day of the winter season and up to 8,410 trips 

per day and 172,168 VMT in Placer County and/or the MCAB during the peak 

summer season day. (According to the analysis presented in Chapter 9, 

‘Transportation and Circulation,’ another 86,912 VMT would be generated by the 

project on a peak summer day that would occur outside of this area but this portion 

of VMT would be split among areas of Nevada, El Dorado County, and counties in 

the Sacramento and Bay Area regions [Fehr & Peers, 2014].  

First, we note that these VMT estimates are inaccurate because of the deficiencies in the trip 

generation estimates described above.  Correcting the trip generation errors will result in higher 

VMT values. 

In addition, the VMT estimates are difficult to comprehend, particularly with respect to the 

summer estimate, for which “. . . another 86,912 VMT would be generated by the project on a 

peak summer day that would occur outside of this area . . .”  The meaning of this statement is 

unclear, to say the least.  Do these trips never enter the study area in the immediate vicinity of 

the proposed project?  If so, what is the nature of the trips?  Why do such trips only occur in the 

summer? 

The derivation of the VMT values must be explained in greater detail to clarify exactly how the 

estimates were derived. 
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6. Questionable Average Trip Length Estimate – The VMT estimates described above in 

combination with the project trip generation estimates can be used to derive an average trip 

length for the proposed project.  Using the VMT and daily trip generation figures, the following 

average trip lengths result: 

• Peak winter day:  Average trip length = 30.3 miles (i.e., 85,398 VMT / 2,821 daily trips) 

• Peak summer day:  Average trip length = 31.1 miles (i.e., (172,168 VMT + 89,612 

additional VMT ) / 8,410 daily trips) 

However, these average trip lengths may not be reasonable.  The Squaw Valley travel surveys 

documented in the DEIR show the following trip origins for summer and winter overnight 

guests; the same percentages apply to both seasons (Ref.: Table 9-12, p. 9-18 for winter 

overnight guests and Table 9-15, p. 9-21 for summer overnight guests): 

• Bay Area:  38 percent, 

• Sacramento/Central Valley:   13 percent, and 

• Reno/Sparks:  10 percent. 

Thus, these three locations account for 61 percent of the guests at Squaw Valley. 

 According to Yahoo! Maps, the average travel distance to Squaw Valley from each of these trip 

origins is as follows: 

• Bay Area:  195 miles (from San Francisco), 

• Sacramento/Central Valley:   109 miles (from Sacramento, which is conservative since most 

Central Valley origins would be substantially farther from Squaw Valley), and 

• Reno/Sparks:  44 miles (from Reno). 

Based on these values, the weighted average trip length for guests coming from these three 

locations is over 92 miles.  Although it is possible that the combination of guest trips with the 

other types of trips might result in an overall average trip length of about 30 miles, it is 

impossible to be sure of this, given the limited information provided in the DEIR. 

 Because this information is critical to the analysis of project-related air quality and greenhouse 

gas emissions impacts, the VMT estimate must be explained in greater detail, so the public can 

be assured of its validity. 

7. Specific Plan Policies Ensure Future Traffic Congestion – As presented on DEIR p. 9-33, 

Specific Plan Policy CP-1 states that: 

During peak periods, LOS F is acceptable within the Plan Area . . . 

Although we recognize that Placer County allows such a policy to be adopted within a specific 

plan area, we believe it bears noting that this policy will ensure the presence of substantial traffic 

congestion in the vicinity of Squaw Valley and could even result in the creation of hazardous 

conditions.  This would become a particular issue in the event that Squaw Valley proposes a 

future expansion.   
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First, it should be noted that LOS F is defined as the worst possible roadway system operation.  

It represents a condition under which traffic demand exceeds the capacity of the roadway 

facility.  For traffic signal-controlled intersections, LOS F means that the average driver was 

delayed for over 80 seconds.  At a stop sign, a driver would be delayed for over 50 seconds. 

Under this policy, no matter how much congestion exists or how long delays might become at 

local intersections, traffic operations will still be defined to be at LOS F, as there is no lower 

level of service category .  Consequently, for any future analysis of traffic operations, even if 

local intersections or roadway segments are found to operate at LOS F, the addition of traffic 

associated with a proposed project will still result in LOS F; it will be impossible to have a 

significant traffic impact. 

Considering LOS F operation to be acceptable will have safety impacts, as well.  For example, 

intersection delays such as those described above typically result in extensive queues of vehicles 

waiting to pass through an intersection.  Such queues can be a serious impediment to the flow of 

emergency vehicles.  Delays to ambulances or police or fire vehicles can obviously have life or 

death consequences.  This is a particular concern in rural or mountainous areas, such as Squaw 

Valley, where the road system is constrained by topography and few (if any) alternative 

emergency access routes are available.  

In addition, implementation of this policy will almost certainly result in adverse impacts in the 

form  of air quality and greenhouse gas emission deficiencies. 

8. Emergency Vehicle Access – The DEIR contains an extensive discussion of emergency access 

issues within the Specific Plan area.  However, the project-related impacts on off-site emergency 

vehicle response are virtually ignored.   

 Squaw Valley Road and State Route 89 are the only roadways by which emergency vehicles 

could approach or depart the proposed project.  What will be the effect on emergency vehicle 

response time when Squaw Valley Road between Squaw Creek Road and the village area 

operates at LOS F under Existing Plus Project conditions (DEIR Table 9-20, p. 9-49)?  Or when 

queues in the two eastbound lanes on Squaw Valley Road at SR 89 reach 800 – 825 feet under 

those same conditions (DEIR Table 9-22, p. 9-62)?  Or when most segments of SR 89 operate at 

LOS E (i.e., virtually at capacity), also under Existing Plus Project conditions (DEIR Table 9-23, 

p. 9-64)? 

 DEIR Appendix J presents a “Wildland Fire Evacuation Plan.” The plan provides valuable 

information to assist residents in being prepared to evacuate in the event of a wildfire.  It 

instructs residents to take Squaw Valley Road to SR 89, then to either Truckee or Tahoe City, 

whichever is away from the fire. Unfortunately, the plan seems to reflect no quantitative analysis 

with respect to whether adequate capacity exists on those roads to accommodate the crush of 

traffic that will occur during an evacuation.  Further, there is no indication of the incremental 

impacts of the added traffic resulting from construction of the proposed project. 

 On a “typical” day, the added delays caused by the proposed project’s traffic would be 

inconvenient.  On a day when a wildfire threatens, the effects of the additional traffic could be 

dire. 

9. Deficient Mitigation Measures – The DEIR presents a number of mitigation measures aimed at 

offsetting the significant impacts identified in the Transportation and Circulation section. 
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• Mitigation Measure 9-1a (DEIR p. 9-56) calls for development of a “predictive model” to 

identify days when the various traffic management procedures will be needed.  Specifically, 

the model is intended to identify days when Squaw Valley Road will exceed a traffic volume 

of 13,500 VPD.  But DEIR p. 9-8 accurately says, “Peak attendance days can be difficult to 

forecast . . .”  This calls into question the feasibility of the mitigation measure. At their very 

best, travel demand forecasting models are imprecise tools.  The output from such a model is 

typically rounded off severely and, even then, there’s limited expectation that the predicted 

values will be accurate. In short, there is little assurance that the required “predictive model” 

will be effective in accurately determining the need for traffic management activities. 

• We also note that there seems to be an expectation that Mitigation Measure 9-1a will only 

apply on “ski days.”  However, given the project objective regarding development of a year-

round destination resort, assurance should be provided that the traffic management plan will 

be implemented any time the 13,500 ADT threshold will be exceeded, regardless of time of 

year.  

• Mitigation Measure 9-2a (DEIR, p. 9-58) calls for restricting northbound Far East Road to 

right-turns only at Squaw Valley Road during the PM peak hour (on peak days only).  What 

if drivers need to go left?  There is no discussion of mitigation-related impacts. 

• Mitigation Measure 9-2a also says, “Information provided by the project applicant team 

suggests the configuration may already be in existence when traffic management is 

implemented.”  If it already exists, it’s not project-related mitigation.  The DEIR should 

identify another feasible mitigation measure to offset this significant impact. 

• Mitigation Measures 9-2b, 9-2c, and 9-2d (DEIR, p. 9-58) all call for stopping traffic on 

Squaw Valley Road to allow vehicles on side streets to turn onto Squaw Valley Road, but 

provide no information regarding the impacts to Squaw Valley Road traffic (i.e., delays and 

queues).  The adverse impacts associated with implementing these measures must be 

revealed. 

• Mitigation Measure 9-4 (DEIR, p. 9-61) calls for providing substantially more signal time 

for northbound left turns at SR 89/Squaw Valley Road, in order to reduce the length of the 

left-turn queue.  The added signal time would come out of the time currently allocated to the 

southbound thru and right-turn movements.  No information is provided regarding the effects 

on southbound traffic (especially with regard to delays and queues).  Again, the adverse 

impacts associated with implementing this measure must be revealed. 

10. Inadequate Parking Supply – The DEIR Transportation and Circulation section incorporates the 

results of a parking analysis completed by LSC Transportation Consultants (Village At Squaw 

Valley Parking Analysis, September 22, 2014), which is presented within DEIR Appendix G. 

According to that report (p. 3): 

The analysis of condominium hotel parking is based on the rate of 0.75 spaces per 1 

bedroom unit for guests. 

This parking ratio is strictly an assumption, and is not based on any analysis of actual parking 

conditions at Squaw Valley.  The LSC report attempts to justify the adequacy of this parking 

ratio through the conduct of a literature review and by referring to the parking ratios that apply at 

other locations.  The other locations referred to in the analysis had a wide range of parking 

ratios, from as low as 0.86 spaces per unit to as high as 1.66 spaces per unit.  The composition of 
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the study locations apparently also varied greatly, in terms of the numbers of bedrooms per unit.  

(The specific composition of the other locations is not always specified.) 

To be fair, we note that the parking ratios at the locations referred to above include both guest 

and employee parking needs, while the assumed ratio of 0.75 space per unit relates only to guest 

parking requirements. However, the LSC parking analysis specifies an employee parking 

requirement of only 0.11 space per unit at Squaw Valley.  This value is based on surveys of 

existing Squaw Valley USA employees, so it reflects the actual travel characteristics (in terms of 

travel mode (auto or other), vehicle occupancy, and whether they live in the Squaw Valley 

employee housing) of those individuals.  Applying that employee parking factor to the results of 

the literature review suggests guest parking ratios as high as 1.55 spaces per unit. 

The parking study concludes: 

Based on this review, a guest parking rate for the proposed project is 0.75 space per 

one-bedroom unit plus 0.25 space per bedroom over one bedroom, for a total of 1.00 

guest spaces per two-bedroom unit and 1.25 per three-bedroom unit. 

The justification for these recommended ratios seems particularly flimsy when viewed in the 

light of the travel surveys conducted by Squaw Valley, which are documented in DEIR Tables 9-

12 through 9-15 (pp. 9-18 through 9-21).  Those tables identify the travel characteristics of 

Squaw Valley guests, including their travel mode.  Key findings revealed on the tables are as 

follows: 

• Table 9-12 – Travel Characteristics of Skiers/Boarders and Winter Overnight Guests at 

Squaw Valley 

o Skiers/Boarders: Auto = 82 percent 

o Overnight Guests:  Auto = 82 percent 

o Overnight Guests:  Airplane & Rental Car = 18 percent 

• Table 9-13 - Travel Characteristics of Village at Squaw Valley Winter Visitors and 

Employees 

o Visitors:  Auto = 85 percent 

o Employees:  Auto = 82 percent 

• Table 9-14 - Travel Characteristics of Village at Squaw Valley Summer Visitors and 

Employees 

o Visitors:  Auto = 86 percent 

o Employees:  Auto = 82 percent 

• Table 9-15 - Travel Characteristics of Summer Overnight Guests 

o Auto = 85 percent 

o Airplane & Rental Car/Shuttle = 15 percent 
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According to Squaw Valley’s own surveys, between 82 and 86 percent of guests at Squaw 

Valley arrive by auto.  Further, according to the survey results presented in Table 9-12, an 

additional 18 percent of winter overnight guests arrive by rental car, meaning that a total of 100 

percent of those individuals arrive by auto.  Table 9-12 confirms this, as it literally shows “0%” 

for every other travel mode for overnight guests. 

Similarly, Table 9-15 shows that up to 100 percent of summer overnight guests arrive by auto, 

although it is unclear how many of the “Rental Car/Shuttle” guests are in rental cars and how 

many are on a shuttle. 

In any event, it is clear that provision of 0.75 parking space per unit for one-bedroom condo 

hotel units will result in insufficient parking at Squaw Valley.  If 100 percent of winter overnight 

guests arrive by auto, as revealed by Squaw Valley’s surveys, a minimum of 1.0 space per unit 

will be necessary to provide adequate parking.   

This is a significant issue, given that one-bedroom condo hotel units predominate in the 

proposed lodging scheme.  The trip generation tables presented in DEIR Appendix G reveal that 

1,118 of the 1,255 total units (after lock-off) will be one-bedroom units.  Thus, 89 percent of the 

lodging units will have inadequate parking.  Specifically, although one space per unit (i.e., 1,118 

parking spaces) will be required for the one-bedroom units, only 0.75 space per unit will be 

provided (i.e., 839 spaces).  The obvious result is a parking deficit of 279 spaces for that 

component of the proposed project. 

The parking deficit specified here relates only to the one-bedroom units, but it is likely that 

corresponding inadequacies will apply to the two-bedroom and three-bedroom units.  If each of 

those unit types has a similar parking deficiency of 0.25 space per unit, an additional shortage of 

35 spaces would result, for a total parking deficiency of 314 parking spaces. 

Although parking is not technically a CEQA issue, as noted earlier, the proposed project’s trip 

generation estimate was based on the parking supply estimate.  Further, such a substantial 

parking deficiency has implications with respect to air quality and greenhouse gas emissions, as 

late-arriving patrons will be forced to circulate through the parking facilities in a fruitless effort 

to find an available space. Moreover, the potential exists for vehicles to be queued out from the 

parking facilities onto Squaw Valley Road, as drivers search for the rare available parking 

spaces, with some of those drivers inevitably waiting in parking aisles for other drivers to depart, 

thereby blocking on-site traffic flow. 

These potential environmental impacts, which have been ignored in the DEIR, must be 

addressed. 

11. Inadequate Consideration of Construction Impacts – DEIR p. 9-66 states that project 

construction: 

. . . would generate a substantial amount of truck and employee trips, which would 

use SR 89 and Squaw Valley Road to access the Village Area. 

That page of the DEIR also says: 

Construction activities are anticipated to require up to an estimated 136 

construction workers during this most intense year of construction.  
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 Because construction workers might be unlikely to ride-share, these 136 construction workers 

could generate 136 inbound trips in the AM peak hour and 136 outbound trips in the PM peak 

hour.  In addition, other forms of construction traffic will occur during those peak-hour periods 

including deliveries of material and equipment, ready-mix trucks, food vendors, etc. 

Comparing this volume of construction period peak-hour traffic to the project trip generation 

estimate suggests that a detailed traffic analysis for construction conditions is warranted.  

Specifically, DEIR Table 9-18 (p. 9-38) shows that 92 inbound trips are projected for the 

Saturday AM peak hour.  This is at least 44 inbound AM peak-hour trips fewer than could 

reasonably be expected during the construction period.  The project’s outbound traffic estimate 

for the Sunday PM peak hour is slightly higher than the likely construction traffic volume (159 

versus 136+), but the construction traffic estimate is considerable. 

Given the likelihood that peak hour traffic volumes associated with construction activity will be 

generally similar to the volumes associated with the proposed project, it seems reasonable to 

expect that the impact of those trips on the study area intersections and road segments should be 

evaluated. Of course, the construction activity will primarily occur on weekdays, when 

background traffic volumes on the study area road system might be higher than on weekends.  

Therefore, the construction traffic analysis should address weekday AM and PM peak hours. 

Although the DEIR claims that it would be “speculative” to perform any quantitative analysis, 

the fact is that sufficient project-related information is presented to allow such an analysis to be 

conducted. 

CONCLUSION 

Our review of the Transportation and Circulation analysis incorporated into the Draft Environmental 

Impact Report for the proposed Village at Squaw Valley Specific Plan revealed several issues 

potentially affecting the validity of the conclusions and recommendations presented in that 

document.  Of particular concern is the failure to address all of the time periods during which traffic 

impacts are reasonably likely to occur.  We are also highly concerned about the deficient project 

traffic estimates employed in the analysis, and the related shortcomings in the analysis of emergency 

vehicle access, construction traffic impacts, and air quality and greenhouse gas emissions impacts. 

These issues and the others described above must be addressed prior to approval by Placer County of 

the proposed project and the related environmental documentation. 

We hope this information is useful.  If you have questions concerning any of the items presented 

here or would like to discuss them further, please feel free to contact me at (916) 783-3838. 

Sincerely, 

MRO ENGINEERS, INC. 

 

Neal K. Liddicoat, P.E. 

Traffic Engineering Manager 
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6
�e Public Services and Utilities component of the Speci�c Plan 
includes a variety of public and private services and utilities to 
support the needs of the Plan Area. Services include law enforcement, 
�re protection, solid waste collection and disposal, public schools, 
libraries and County services. �e utilities include water, wastewater, 
drainage, and dry utilities for electrical service, telephone, cable TV, 
and propane gas.

�e Speci�c Plan de�nes how and where services are to be 
provided within the Plan Area. �e proposed improvements shown 
are conceptual, based on the land use plan. �ese conceptual 
improvements are re�ective of the extent of services and utilities 
needed to serve the Speci�c Plan at full development. �e exact sizing 
and location of proposed utilities will be determined during each 
phase of the project. However, �nal infrastructure improvements 
shall closely follow designs illustrated in the water, wastewater 
and drainage plans provided in this section. �ese services have 
been planned so that they can be phased to adequately support the 
development as it occurs. 

�ere are existing utilities in the Plan Area that, to the extent 
practical and feasible, will be utilized in conjunction with the 
proposed infrastructure.

Goal PU-1:  Create a comprehensive system of public services and 
utilities that accommodates the development within 
the Plan Area.

Goal PU-2:  Conserve and protect resources through the use and 
implementation of e!cient utility system designs 
and technologies.

Goal PU-3:  Minimize the risk of loss of life, injury, and damage 
to property and resources resulting from unwanted 
�res.

Policy PU-1:  Build the necessary water, wastewater, and drainage 
infrastructure and dry utilities to serve the Plan Area 
with each phase of development. 

Policy PU-2:  Encourage the use of water in an e!cient manner, 
reduce wastewater �ows through the use of water 
e!cient �xtures consistent with the Uniform 
Plumbing Code, and incorporate storm water Best 



Management Practices (BMPs) and low impact 
development (LID) through cost e"ective design and 
feasible construction techniques.

Policy PU-3:  Work with the Squaw Valley Public Services District 
to develop a well �eld and operational approach that 
minimizes drawdown on municipal and private wells, 
and does not substantially diminish �ows in Squaw 
Creek.

Policy PU-4:  Promote and encourage recycling of consumer and 
business waste in order to reduce land�ll requirements 
and lengthen service of existing land�lls. Incorporate 
recycling programs and inform guests about 
conservation opportunities and programs.

Policy PU-5:  Provide for �re, police, and other community services 
adequate to serve the needs of the Plan Area.

Policy PU-6:  Implement Best Management Practices (BMPs) and 
Low Impact Development (LID) measures that will 
protect surface water quality and contribute to the 
Total Maximum Daily Load (TMDL) goals for Squaw 
Creek and the Lower Truckee River.

Policy PU-7: Implement erosion control and water quality 
measures identi�ed in the Placer County Storm Water 
Management Manual and Grading Ordinance and 
Low Impact Development Guidebook, including the 

Water Squaw Valley Public Service District

Wastewater Squaw Valley Public Service District / 
Tahoe Truckee Sanitation Agency

Drainage Placer County for public roads; 
otherwise drainage facilities are 
provided by private entities

Public Schools (K-12) Tahoe Truckee Uni�ed School District

Law Enforcement Placer County Sheri"’s Department 
(PCSD)

California Highway Patrol

Fire Protection Squaw Valley Fire Department

Solid Waste Collection Tahoe Truckee Sierra Disposal 
Company, Inc.

Libraries Placer County

County Services Placer County

Propane AmeriGas

Electrical Service Liberty Energy

Telephone AT&T, Verizon, T-Mobile

Television & Broadband Suddenlink, DirecTV 

Squaw Valley Public Service District

mutual water

company option

removed

Work with the Squaw Valley Public Services District 



Guidebook section for LID Site Design and Run-O" 
Management Measures for Placer County in the High 
Sierra Areas.

Policy PU-8:  All new dry utilities shall be underground and 
coordinated with utility providers regarding location 
and size of new facilities to serve the Plan Area.

Policy PU-9:  Coordinate with utility providers to ensure existing 
service is uninterrupted.

Policy PU-10: To the extent feasible, the project will explore the use 
of alternative energy initiatives which could include 
Micro-Hydro Electric, Wind, and Solar technologies 
as they become an economically viable resource.

�e aquifer beneath the valley �oor provides domestic and irrigation 
water supply for four primary users: Squaw Valley Resort, Squaw 
Valley Public Service District, the Squaw Valley Mutual Water 
Company, and the Resort at Squaw Creek. �ere are also several 
minimal use wells in the Valley that draw from the aquifer. 

�e Plan Area is located within the Squaw Valley Public Service 
District (SVPSD) boundaries. �e District was organized under the 

provisions of Division 12 of the Water Code, and incorporated in the 
State of California on March 30, 1964. 

�e groundwater basin technical analysis prepared indicates that 
there is su!cient water within the aquifer to meet the project 
demands, along with the water demands of existing and other future 
users. �erefore, the Speci�c Plan development will be served by 
groundwater, obtained from the SVPSD. 

Water supply will be delivered to the project from strategically 
placed wells that will optimize the draw from the aquifer, and work 
in concert with existing wells in the Valley. Existing wells will be 
utilized and incorporated into the project where the land use plan 
can accommodate the current location. �e existing wells that are 
not incorporated into the system will be abandoned per State and 
County standards.

Water will be distributed within the Plan Area via looping pipelines 
generally located within the roadway system and pedestrian network. 
�e distribution system consists of six inch to twelve inch  diameter 
mains as illustrated in Figure 6.1- Conceptual Utilities Plan - Water. 
All water improvements will be constructed to State Water System 
Standards using a phased approach.

groundwater, obtained from the SVPSD. 

mutual water

company option

removed
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�e Public Services and Utilities component of the Speci�c Plan 
includes a variety of public and private services and utilities to 
support the needs of the Plan Area. Services include law enforcement, 
�re protection, solid waste collection and disposal, public schools, 
libraries and County services. �e utilities include water, wastewater, 
drainage, and dry utilities for electrical service, telephone, cable TV, 
and propane gas.

�e Speci�c Plan de�nes how and where services are to be 
provided within the Plan Area. �e proposed improvements shown 
are conceptual, based on the land use plan. �ese conceptual 
improvements are re�ective of the extent of services and utilities 
needed to serve the Speci�c Plan at full development. �e exact sizing 
and location of proposed utilities will be determined during each 
phase of the project. However, �nal infrastructure improvements 
shall closely follow designs illustrated in the water, wastewater 
and drainage plans provided in this section. �ese services have 
been planned so that they can be phased to adequately support the 
development as it occurs. 

�ere are existing utilities in the Plan Area that, to the extent 
practical and feasible, will be utilized in conjunction with the 
proposed infrastructure.

Goal PU-1:  Create a comprehensive system of public services and 
utilities that accommodates the development within 
the Plan Area.

Goal PU-2:  Conserve and protect resources through the use and 
implementation of e!cient utility system designs 
and technologies.

Goal PU-3:  Minimize the risk of loss of life, injury, and damage 
to property and resources resulting from unwanted 
�res.

Policy PU-1:  Build the necessary water, wastewater, and drainage 
infrastructure and dry utilities to serve the Plan Area 
with each phase of development. 

Policy PU-2:  Encourage the use of water in an e!cient manner, 
reduce wastewater �ows through the use of water 
e!cient �xtures consistent with the Uniform 
Plumbing Code, and incorporate storm water Best 



Management Practices (BMPs) and low impact 
development (LID) through cost e"ective design and 
feasible construction techniques.

Policy PU-3:  Work with the Squaw Valley Public Services District  
and/or new mutual water company to develop a 
well �eld and operational approach that minimizes 
drawdown on municipal and private wells, and does 
not substantially diminish �ows in Squaw Creek.

Policy PU-4:  Promote and encourage recycling of consumer and 
business waste in order to reduce land�ll requirements 
and lengthen service of existing land�lls. Incorporate 
recycling programs and inform guests about 
conservation opportunities and programs.

Policy PU-5:  Provide for �re, police, and other community services 
adequate to serve the needs of the Plan Area.

Policy PU-6:  Implement Best Management Practices (BMPs) and 
Low Impact Development (LID) measures that will 
protect surface water quality and contribute to the 
Total Maximum Daily Load (TMDL) goals for Squaw 
Creek and the Lower Truckee River.

Policy PU-7: Implement erosion control and water quality 
measures identi�ed in the Placer County Storm Water 
Management Manual and Grading Ordinance and 
Low Impact Development Guidebook, including the 

Water
Squaw Valley Public Service District or 
new mutual water company

Wastewater
Squaw Valley Public Service District / 
Tahoe Truckee Sanitation Agency

Drainage
Placer County for public roads; 
otherwise drainage facilities are 
provided by private entities

Public Schools (K-12) Tahoe Truckee Uni�ed School District

Law Enforcement

Placer County Sheri"’s Department 
(PCSD)

California Highway Patrol

Fire Protection Squaw Valley Fire Department

Solid Waste Collection
Tahoe Truckee Sierra Disposal 
Company, Inc.

Libraries Placer County

County Services Placer County

Propane AmeriGas

Electrical Service Liberty Energy

Telephone AT&T, Verizon, T-Mobile

Television & Broadband Suddenlink, DirecTV 



Guidebook section for LID Site Design and Run-O" 
Management Measures for Placer County in the High 
Sierra Areas.

Policy PU-8:  All new dry utilities shall be underground and 
coordinated with utility providers regarding location 
and size of new facilities to serve the Plan Area.

Policy PU-9:  Coordinate with utility providers to ensure existing 
service is uninterrupted.

Policy PU-10: To the extent feasible, the project will explore the use 
of alternative energy initiatives which could include 
Micro-Hydro Electric, Wind, and Solar technologies 
as they become an economically viable resource.

�e aquifer beneath the valley �oor provides domestic and irrigation 
water supply for four primary users: Squaw Valley Resort, Squaw 
Valley Public Service District, the Squaw Valley Mutual Water 
Company, and the Resort at Squaw Creek. �ere are also several 
minimal use wells in the Valley that draw from the aquifer. 

�e Plan Area is located within the Squaw Valley Public Service 
District (SVPSD) boundaries. �e District was organized under the 

provisions of Division 12 of the Water Code, and incorporated in the 
State of California on March 30, 1964. 

�e groundwater basin technical analysis prepared indicates that 
there is su!cient water within the aquifer to meet the project 
demands, along with the water demands of existing and other 
future users. �erefore, the Speci�c Plan development will be served 
by groundwater, obtained from the SVPSD or an alternative water 
company. 

Water supply will be delivered to the project from strategically 
placed wells that will optimize the draw from the aquifer, and work 
in concert with existing wells in the Valley. Existing wells will be 
utilized and incorporated into the project where the land use plan 
can accommodate the current location. �e existing wells that are 
not incorporated into the system will be abandoned per State and 
County standards.

Water will be distributed within the Plan Area via looping pipelines 
generally located within the roadway system and pedestrian network. 
�e distribution system consists of six inch to twelve inch  diameter 
mains as illustrated in Figure 6.1- Conceptual Utilities Plan - Water. 
All water improvements will be constructed to State Water System 
Standards using a phased approach.
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