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N
By Kathy I. Long RTRL.
atilija Dam and its v«
watershed are located ~ ~
within the 3rd " = . 4
Supervisorial District, and the 5.
downstream flood plain, il 4

communities, beaches and public
facilities are within.the 1st. - * . _
Supervisorial District. Because of
this, Supervisor Susan Lacey an_d
I have been appointed by the ~
Board of Supervisors to .
coordinate the county’s eﬁorts_ 9
with the appropriate federal . 43
agencies-to commission a study 3
for the removal of the dam. :
Matilija Dam is located in the
Los Padres National Forest, five >
miles northwest of Ojai. It was . i
Filo nhoto DUt int the 1040 as part of the 1
fle photo " vientura River flood control = **
' system and as a water source for)
the Ojai Valley. However, the
~is'now-nearly useless due to the
. -accumulation of silt in the "~
reservoir. The original storage-
capacity of 7,000 acre-feét has - -
_-been reduced to, about 500 'cxcre-s
-feet.
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Dec

ByIEton Gallegly

ive decades ago, a ma]onty
- of the Ventura community

+ voted to build Matilija Dam -

as’a way to control floods = -

supply f for: the- Ojai Valley. -
'In the process, the steelhead

trout’s habitat was destroyed and -

. sand that should have flowed
downstream to'shore up our’

beaches was trapped. Today, the' <.

dam is.useless.Now,asa . =~
community, we need to decxde’ if
it should come down. =

a common-sense decision: The
dam is useless, so tear it down.

- However, if wefve"_l_eamed
anything from the decision to
build the dam; it’s that hasty
decisions have unintended
- consequences. We need to make
sure that tearing down the dam .
doesn’t create other ecological .

‘We've embarked, instead, on a
prudent course,-one that will

provide us witha careful analysas

of the'costs — in both monetary
and envmonmental terms :

ision

Patxence is often requ.u-ed to
make correct decisions, and this
decision is no exception. It will

. take several years and millions of

.. dollars to obtain a full analysis of

~ the pros and cons of removmg

' At
downstream and provide a. wate: A any time during the

" process, Congress orlocal -
- officials may decide the benefits

" of removing the dam do not
warrant the costs — either
monetanly or'environmentally,
That is the key. We must prove
| that it is better to take the dam

- down than to leave it be.

The first study will
determine whether or not the .
project is physically achievable.

*- Do we have the engineering
knowledge and ability to solve
“ the problem? It will also
' determine if the Ventura County
- community is willing to pay half
the cost of a much more detailed
. study and all the necessary
environmental documentation.
_.That additional study is now.

InJanuary we took the first
- ": step I'asked Rep. Bud Shuster,
- chairman of the House ~
- Committee on Transportation, to

" consider a resolution advising

~.the Army. Corps of Engineers to '

. study the project.-On April 15,

» the couumttee adopted that -

On the surface, it would seem <" The cormmttee s resolution
.-authorizes me to ask another. °

' .committee to fund the study.

. With Congress looking at every"

' avenue avallable to tighten the -~
budget, I am workmg diligently -
trying to convince my colleagues
that this is a priority.

-+ " It is important to note that

_cost will continue to be the major.

DrODlemS: APt RS ‘“*‘“%bstacle"t‘hroughout the process— — estlmat”d"'fﬁ“dbst‘ﬁ"oni‘m“hﬁlh one

i — not only to the federal

. government but to local agenmes
as'well. The entire procedure is'*
estimated at this early point to”

" cost. from $?5 zm!lion to $150

to $6 million. .
The second study could take
" two to three years to complete,
depending on the extentand ' -
- complexity of the issues and the ©»

will take time and money

: mllllon. The federal govemment
would only foot a portion of that’
bill. The county or some other
local entity will have to shoulder

fu.ndmg aljocated by Congress
and the county. It will look at

: such issues as potential flood
damage from the dam’s removal, ~
.. assigning a cost to, the" : 3

anticipated damage, and’-/
comparing that cost to the pnce
of removing the dam.

It will also estimate the value

of creating an increased habitat

for steelhead trout and other

plant and animal spemes in the
area, among other issues. -
In short, that report will tell

us if the dam should come down.™

Congress and Ventura County

officials then will have to decide

how to pay for the multmnlhon-
dollar demolition and
rehabilitation project.

We'’ve embarked on a process
that will tell us how to solve a
problem generated in the 1940s.
It'sa long, costly process

- because it needs to be if we are -

. accumulation of silt-in the: -+ 2,
reservoir. The original storage
capacity of 7,000 acre-feet has -

_-been reduced to about 500 acre—

feet. . . o h
The decomnnss;omng of w
Matilija Dam has been proposed

by a diverse group of interests,

including surfers, ﬁshermen, 5 J

- environmentalists and local *
‘politicians. The'partialor ' ' ,3
- complete removal of the dam .

would represent-a very ambitious

_ and expensive endeavor. It will ;-4

involve and affect many agencies,
including federal, state and local:,
governments. - -~

What are the potentlal beneﬁts

of removmg the dam? Of p

importance is replenishment of =
sand to'our beaches. Removal of .
the dam would release rmlhons gf
cubic feet of trapped silt to ="
resume its natural ﬂow

" downstream to the ocean.

“
Iama member of Beach 1;

" Erosion Authority for Control

Operations and Nourishment, an
B.E.A.C.O.N. has been concerned

_about beach erosion since 1986

.m0t to repeat, the mistakes w we_.swhen.jt-wasformed. The s,

made back then. In the end, I am

convinced we will make the best
. decision, .

— Elton Gﬂiiégfy of Szrm Valley
represents the 23rd Congress
District,

Matilija | Dam has outllved its purpose

downstream flow of sand oommg,

from the Ventura River.is. .. sid
- nature’s way of replemshmg sand

lost to erosion along the beaches,

south of the Ventura River.

Another potential benefit is

* “the return of steelhead trout. The

" dam blocks trout migration to the
upper part of Matilija Creek, a

prime spawning stream. But do
wa need fa comnlatelv rémave

-



Matilija Dam has outlived its purpose

By Alasdair Coyne

’l l :\he original engineers who
built Matilija Dam in the
upper reaches of the

Ventura River watershed

between 1946 and 1948 were

concerned with the problem of
flood control and water supply on
the Ventura River and in the Ojai

Valley. They might be surprised

to learn about the growing

support throughout Ventura

County and beyond, only 50

years later, for decommissioning

and demolishing their solution to
these problems.

As Matilija Dam has become
filled with sand and gravel,
during the five short decades,
Ventura County’s beaches have
retreated as much as 100 feet. It
has been estimated that the
sediment behind Matilija Dam
could increase the width of those
beaches by 30 feet, thus
preventing potentially tens of
millions of dollars of property
damage from coastal erosion.

It has also become clear that
the annual southern steelhead
run in the Ventura River,
estimated to number nearly
6,000 as recently as 1946, has
dwindled to a fraction of its
former size.

Ed Henke and other lifelong

fishermen who grew up in
Ventura remember catching
steelhead during lunch breaks
from school, through the 1940s.
Large dams block the steelhead’s
access to their prime spawning
grounds like Matilija Creek in the
upper watershed. The removal of
Matilija Dam will reopen access
to more than 20 miles of

‘steelhead spawning and rearing

habitat in the three upper forks
of Matilija Creek.

Originally towering nearly 200
feet above the creekbed, portions

- of the topmost sections of

Matilija Dam were removed in
two stages, in 1965 and 1977,
because of poor-quality concrete
used in the dam’s construction.
In 2009, management and
maintenance of the dam will
revert to Ventura County. What
to do with an aging, sediment-
filled monolith with no remaining
water-storage or flood control
capacity has become a question
of critical interest to county
officials, as well as beach

_property owners and steelhead

advocates.

At a round-table discussion on
decommissioning and removing
Matilija Dam, held on May 3 at
the Ventura County Government
Center, a wide range of
stakeholders expressed their

support for a reconnaissance
study of how to tackle the
project. Congressman Elton
Gallegly is sccking federal
funding for this study and has
also approached the Army Corps
of Engineers for assistance.

Interior Secretary Bruce
Babbitt has expressed strong
support for the removal of dams
that will hLlp Lo restore aceess to
prime spawning grounds for
federally listed endangered
species such as the southern
steelhead.

The removal of Matilija Dam
will not be accomplished as
quickly as its construction, but
with consensus among the
stakcholders, the initial study
and the project itself could move
forward before next year.

Removing the concrete dam
itself is fairly straightforward, but
dealing safely with the estimated
4 million to 6 million cubic yards
of sediment bchind the dam is
more complex.

Two possible approaches have
been outlined by Dr. John Gray of
URS Greiner Woodward-Clyde, a
consulting firm. One option
would allow winter rains and
natural erosion to carry the
sediment downstream. But the
major storm cvents that normally
carry massive quantities of

eroded sediment down to our
ocean beaches are unpredictable.
Difficulties could arise if large
amounts of material were
deposited along flood-prone
stretches of the lower Ventura
River, clogging the channel and
causing overtopping of its banks.
The safer, but more
expensive, option would use a
10-inch diameter slurry pipeline
to send a mixture of sediment
and water the 18 miles down
river to the ocean. Preliminary
estimates indicate that it might
be possible to pipe a million
cubic yards of sediment a year in
this manner, thus removing most
of Matilija Dam’s sediment
deposits in as few as five years.
Several small dams have been
removed around the nation in the
past few years. But none has
approached the size of Matilija
Dam. Ventura County has a rare
opportunity to participate in a
historic restoration effort. As
other dams across the nation
near the end of their useful lives,
the lessons learned here will be
important sleppingstones in our
understanding of dam removal
and river restoration.
— Alasdair Coyne of Ojai is the

conservation director of the Keep Sespe
Wild Commilice

the return of steelhead trout. The
dam blocks trout migration to the
upper part of Matilija Creek, a
prime spawning stream. But do
we need to completely remove
the dam to accomplish this?
Could the dam be safely lowered
and a fish ladder installed to
provide safe upstream and .
downstream passage of the i
steelhead? These options need to
be thoroughly evaluated.

The potential risks of
removing the dam include the |
possibility of increased flooding *
downstream due to a raised
channel bed, obstruction of
tributary flows, or creation of in-»
channel sandbars because of the
increased movement of sediment’
This is a critical issue because of
the close proximity of homes and
other structures along the river.
This patential risk also needs to
be part of the evaluation.

There are other possible
environmental impacts that need’
to be studied, including water !
quality and effects on other
aquatic species. Rep. Elton
Gallegly, R-Simi Valley, is seekmg
funding for a U.S. Arrny Corps of
Engineers reconnaissance to
determine if this project can be
done. i

Beach erosion and the !
protection of endangered species,
could help to qualify this project
for partial federal funding. A
feasibility study must also be
done to determine the scope and’
approach to dam removai and
availability of funding sources to
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