 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Comments on the Draft Butte Creek Floodplain Management Plan
February 23, 2005

Submitted by Allen Harthorn, Director

Friends of Butte Creek

Butte Creek Watershed Advisory Committee member

To: William Johnson,

Butte Creek Watershed Conservancy

Mr. Johnson,

Thank you for providing hard copies of the Draft Floodplain Management Plan, prepared by Wood Rodgers for the Butte Creek Watershed Conservancy and Butte County.  This made it much easier to read and provide substantive comments.  My comments will try to follow the outline of the document as closely as possible.

In Section 1 of the document is would appear that this project was not actually about managing the floodplain of Butte Creek as much as it was a creating a flood hazard mitigation plan.  The first objective includes “enhance fish and wildlife habitat”, yet there is no mention whatsoever of any kind of habitat enhancements.  It is also apparent that the idea of the project for Butte Creek alone did not fit with the unstated goal of the project, i.e., reducing flood insurance rates, and the proponents began to immediately seek to incorporate the project into a Butte County floodplain management plan to satisfy FEMA requirements for lowering insurance rates.  This was not part of the proposal nor the scope of work.

In Section 2 there is no mention of the Watershed Advisory Committee (WAC) meetings.  Task 1b states that the WAC will be incorporated into the Management Plan with meetings on a monthly basis to ensure the program is initiated without conflict and a bi-monthly basis after that.  The WAC was to develop preliminary goals and objectives for the stakeholder-driven process which is mentioned in Task 4a.  The success criteria for Task 4 states, “The extent to which they are stakeholder-driven.”  Considering the fact that the Watershed Advisory Committee was never convened it would appear that this was not successful. 

Although several members of the WAC attended early meetings including the April 24, 2003 meeting, there was no followup, no newsletters mailed to participants and apparently the attendance sheets were lost or not used as more than a year later, members of the Wood Rodgers team and Butte County solicited contact information from myself and others who had been in attendance.  Friends of Butte Creek is listed as a contributing agency but we never received any mailed or email information without specifically asking for it.  Despite recommendation to BCWC and Butte County to utilize existing Watershed Education Programs and teachers for Butte Creek, the sum total of the $42,130 allocated for Task 2a was apparently spent developing a powerpoint presentation made to two fifth grade classes with misguided recommendations that flooding is “bad” and fires are “bad”.  In fact it is quite accepted in the resource management communities that both fires and floods are both essential elements of functioning ecosystems.  There is no explanation or description of the process, the teachers involved, the resource people involved or how the so called Public Education task 2a was developed.  The powerpoint presentation was wholly inadequate “to inform this important segment of the public”.  It did not describe the activities underway or the proposed activities.  In short, it didn’t meet the success criteria.

Section 3

The Flood Hazard areas described in the FMP are not consistent with the areas described in the Scope of Work.  Despite assurances in the proposal and the Scope of Work that this was a watershed-wide effort, apparently everything upstream of the Honey Run Covered Bridge was eliminated from the program without any explanation.  In looking at the identified hazard areas,  the sum total of losses over the last 32 years was $230,000; $80,000 in Area 1, $45,000 in Area 2, $3,000 in Area 3, $100,000 in Area 4, and $2,000 in Area 6, it begs the question, “Why are we spending $500,000+ when it would appear that there is a relatively minor problem with flood losses in the first place.  Please provide the justifications for spending this large sum of money for questionable potential losses.

In flood hazard Area 4, the west side levee would not flood the properties on the east side of the diversion.  There must be a mistake in the FEMA floodplain or the interpretation thereof.

The section on Wildland fires seems completely out of place.  In fact there is not evidence in the watershed to suggest that any fire has ever increased the runoff or sedimentation of the creek.  Although there is always the possibility that a fire may contribute something, runoff and sedimentation from road building, urbanization, timber harvest and other man-made causes is far more likely and it is not addressed in the draft document.  Please see that these other sources of increased runoff and sedimentation are addressed.

Bridges and landslides are not well characterized.  The problem at the bridges is not”excess debris”, it is inadequate clearance on the bridges.  There is no way to control debris from flood events except on a open floodplain with lots of strainer trees.  The resolution of this problem is adequately described later in the document in that the bridges should be rebuilt or modified to allow for debris passage in high flow events.  Curiously, the majority of debris comes from landslides and the draft document only briefly describes seismic caused landslides.  In the 1997 flood, there were two major landslides/bank failures that probably contributed the largest amount of damaging debris.  One slide is located at the base of Center Gap road and contributed thousands of cubic yards of soil and rock and a whole hillside of trees all at once.  Several residents described a wave coming down Butte Creek in the middle of the night.  This was probably the result of this slide.  The slide was probably exacerbated by a drainage pipe installed by Butte County that dumped significant runoff onto a steep, obviously unstable hillside.  The other bank failure occurred at the upstream end of the Parrott/Phelan Diversion, and may have been caused by the wave previously described.  This bank failure took out nearly 5 acres of mature trees, once again, all in a matter of minutes.  These two events likely sent a tangle of vegetation downstream causing significant damage wherever it got caught up.  In addition, a landslide in the Helltown area pushed the creek more than 100 feet into the opposite bank causing severe erosion at the base of several homes.  This area and several other have the capability of depositing significant amounts of rock, soil and vegetation into the creek and potentially causing a temporary dam.  This type of dam would likely break very quickly sending a wave downstream far exceeding the peak flow in the creek.  The potential destruction to streamside vegetation and soils, bridges, homes and businesses is not at all addressed in the draft document.

Table 3-6 indicates there are 1880 flood policies in Butte County.  It would seem that the intent of this project is primarily to provide benefit to flood policy holders and nobody else.  This does not seem to be ample justification to spend CALFED money intended to provide some solutions to the problems of the Bay-Delta ecosystem and was not the way the proposal or the Scope of Work characterized this program.  Since there is no mention of enhancing fish or wildlife habitat it is apparent that this is a flood insurance reduction program, not floodplain management.

The mitigation identified seems to be inconsistent with the reality of the system.  If the levees can handle a 500 Year flood event without topping the levees, then FEMA needs to do some recalculations as there is obviously not a problem with the levees. Any recommendation to raise the levees, at a cost of millions of dollars seems completely unjustified with the relatively inconsequential losses over the last 32 years of $230,000.  The mitigation for Area 3, avoiding development in the floodplain is about the only thing that seems reasonable and practical.

Hazard area 6 is clearly the focus of this program initiated by landowners along Little Chico Creek.  There is three pages of discussions on this area as compared to less that one page for each of the others.  It would certainly be prudent to remove overgrown non-native vegetation such as Arundo donax and Pampas Grass and where possible, widen the channel to allow for a more natural floodplain.  Development encroachment is most of the problem and the policy of the city of Chico to buy properties along the creek is wise and should be greatly increased.  Diverting extraordinary amounts of Little Chico Creek water to Butte Creek make little ecological sense.  

Other mitigation described such as redesigning bridges and increasing the floor elevations for buildings in the floodplain seem prudent and practical.  Also this has relatively low cost with long term benefits. The recognition of flood threats and preparing warning systems and evacuation plans is also very prudent.

On page 4-19, the Carpenter Ridge (CAR) CDEC gauges should be included as this gauge also provides temperature which helps determine the snow level.  Since rain on snow events are the biggest cause of high flows this gauge provides important information about what is happening in the higher elevations of the watershed.  A snow depth gauges should be established in Butte Meadows to provide a measure of the potential runoff in a rain on snow events such as January 1, 1997.

Section 7

If the Butte Creek FMP doesn’t meet FEMA criteria for reducing flood insurance rates, why was it funded?  It seems that a Butte County Flood Hazard Program Plan would have been a more appropriate project to seek funding for.  This simple fact indicates that this project was not really intended for any sort of wildlife or fish habitat improvement or sediment reduction as was claimed in the proposal.

Section 8 - Actions

The only justifiable action out of this project is to make the Little Chico Creek floodplain more capable of handling high flow by eliminating non-native vegetation, redesigning the floodplain and keeping development from further encroaching on the creek.

Beyond that it seems that this project has taken money intended for ecosystem projects that would contribute to the improvement of the Bay-Delta ecosystem and used it to provide a mechanism to lower flood insurance rates for a few policy holders in the Butte Creek Watershed.  The Friends of Butte Creek would suggest to the BCWC and to CALFED that this project be redefined, redesigned and carried out in a way that is much more stakeholder-driven and truly provides clear and measurable results for the Butte Creek Watershed, the significant salmon and steelhead species that inhabit the creek, and the greater Bay-Delta ecosystem. 

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on this plan.

Sincerely,

Allen Harthorn, Director

Friends of Butte Creek 

