
KERN RIVER BOATERS 
BOX 1938 

KERNVILLE, CALIFORNIA  93238 
KERNVILLE@MAC.COM 

      
 
 
 
January 15, 2015 
 
 
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Sacramento District 
Isabella Lake Dam Safety Modification Study 
1325 J Street, Room 1513 
Sacramento, CA 95814 
By email: isabella@usace.army.mil 
 
Re: Isabella Lake Dam Safety Modification Plan - Draft Recreation Report 
 
 Dear United States Army Corps of Engineers, 
 
 Kern River Boaters is a non-governmental organization that advocates for 
the interests of recreational boaters in the Kern River drainage. We would like to 
take this opportunity to comment on your draft Recreation Report for the Isabella 
Dam project.  
 
 The project adversely impacts whitewater recreation. The project caps the 
reservoir’s storage capacity at 72,237 acre-feet from September 2020 until June 
01, 2021. This means there will be much less water than historically available for 
flows on the Kern below the reservoir in the 2021 season. Publicly available data 
for 46 of the last 50 years shows an average June 01 storage level of 295,046 
acre-feet. On June 01, 2021, storage will be at or below 72,237 acre-feet — about 
14% of the usable historical average — and that season’s snowpack will have 
been substantially depleted. The Water Master has never provided boatable flows 
at that level of storage. Thus there will be no 2021 whitewater season on the 
Kern below the reservoir — and perhaps no 2022 season, should (a) the pool 
restriction be extended due to construction delay or (b) the winter following the 
lifting of the pool restriction provides a minimal snowpack.  
 
 The draft proposes two measures to mitigate the project’s adverse effects: 
First, providing for whitewater releases from the reservoir into the Kern River 



below; Second, the decommissioning of Southern California Edison’s Borel 
hydroproject. (Plan at page 64, Item 10.) Kern River Boaters strongly favors both 
of these measures, and suggests a third below.  
 

 
1.  Provide Whitewater Releases for the Duration of the Project 

 
 In light of the Corps’ opposition to whitewater releases during the 
relicensing of the Borel hydroproject last decade, Kern River Boaters welcomes 
the Corps’ interest in whitewater releases as mitigation for the Isabella Dam 
project. The Corps based its earlier opposition to whitewater releases on the fact 
it was studying the problems with the dam that have led to this project. Now that 
the project is at hand, the topic is ripe for re-assessment. Kern River Boaters 
believes whitewater releases to be the key tool available to the Corps for 
mitigation of the project’s adverse effects on whitewater recreation. 
 
 The subject of whitewater releases on the Kern below the reservoir has 
been a sore subject for both boaters and water rights holders. In 2005, water 
rights holders, through their representative, the Kern Watermaster, successfully 
objected to a plan agreed to by American Whitewater and Southern California 
Edison to provide for whitewater releases as part of the Borel project’s FERC 
relicensing. Water rights holders asserted that whitewater releases would 
interfere with the timely delivery of water. As American Whitewater noted in 
litigation on the matter, the Watermaster provided no evidence in support of this 
assertion.  
 
 In fact, the Watermaster’s position is untenable. The Borel hydroproject is 
just one of four separate hydroprojects that are erected between the reservoir and 
the Watermaster’s end-users. These projects have not historically operated in a 
24/7/365 fashion. The projects have license obligations to provide fish flows and 
freshlet flows when available, and the projects partially or fully shut down from 
time to time for maintenance or repairs — indeed, at this moment three of the 
four projects (Borel, Kern Canyon, and Rio Bravo) are completely offline. As 
can be seen, the water rights holders have a wealth of historical experience with 
fluctuations in the timing of water delivery as the result of the full, partial, or null 
operation of one or more of these hydroprojects. The water rights holders also 
adapt to the unpredictable inflows from seasonal rain events that drain into the 
Kern below the reservoir through drainages such as Erskine Creek, Lucas Creek, 
and dozens of others scattered throughout Kern Canyon. Water rights holders 
also adapt to the frequent fluctuations in outflow from the reservoir that they 
order through the Watermaster. The water rights holders have adapted to all of 



these contingencies involving a large number of moving parts in the ordinary 
course of their business. There is no reason to expect they could not similarly 
adapt to predictable fluctuations from a whitewater release schedule.  
 
 Kern River Boaters believes the Corps should implement a whitewater 
release schedule for all weekends and holidays as mitigation for the duration of 
the Isabella Reservoir project. Presently, the Watermaster releases flows from the 
reservoir without regard for recreation.1 Thus, releases continue apace 24 hours a 
day. But rather than keeping flows at fairly constant levels both day and night, it 
would help recreational stakeholders if the Watermaster held back on some of the 
outflow during nighttime hours and augment it into the next day’s daytime flows. 
This would result in a daytime “bubble” somewhat akin to the whitewater flow 
regime that so successfully exists on the South Fork American River. 
 
 To this end, Kern River Boaters supports the following whitewater release 
schedule: For a six-hour period on weekends and holidays, the Watermaster 
would release flows amounting to 250% of the trailing five-day average outflow 
from the reservoir, or 1,500 cfs, whichever is lower. This formula has several 
benefits. It would interfere with the water rights holders’ prerogatives for only 12 
or 18 hours during a 168-hour week. It would not require any interference when 
outflows were over 1,500 cfs. It would also permit the Watermaster to set the 
trailing 5-day average of flows with its own unfettered discretion, thereby 
allowing the Watermaster to independently determine the particulars of his 
obligations under the schedule. But once the Watermaster decided to release, say, 
an average of 450 cfs during a given week, he would be required to release 1,125 
cfs for six hours on both Saturday and Sunday. The formula would not interfere 
with the Watermaster’s ability to deliver water at all on weekly or monthly 
timescales. As for daily timescales implicated two or three days a week, the 
Watermaster would retain the ability to set flows outside the six-hour release 
however he wanted so as to achieve less, the same, or more than the trailing five-
day daily average. And the formula could only increase the volume of water the 
rights holders receive during the six-hour bubble to maximum a level of 1,500 
cfs. Water rights holders routinely handle inflows at this level or greater during 
the summer months of average snowpack years and during rain events.  
 
                                            
1  Indeed, in mid-2013 — the second year of the extant three-year drought 

— whitewater outfitters on the Kern approached the Watermaster to see if 
he could offer any type of recreational flows to assist their businesses, 
given the projected lack of boatable flows on the Kern below the 
reservoir. The Watermaster refused.  



 Kern River Boaters is aware that some of the local whitewater outfitters 
have proposed the Corps fund a seven-figure advertising budget to counter the 
adverse effects the Dam project entails on the public consciousness regarding the 
potential for recreation on the Kern. Much of the outfitters customer base 
mistakenly believes the reservoir has or will be all but drained and there will be 
no opportunity for whitewater boating on the Kern until the project is complete. 
Kern River Boaters believes the whitewater release schedule described above 
would greatly assist the outfitters’ cause without the expenditure of public funds. 
Outfitters, local groups, news organizations, and word-of-mouth could all point 
to the fact that the general public had an opportunity to partake in the historic 
occurrence of whitewater releases on the Kern below the reservoir during the 
duration of the project. The dissemination of that single fact could do more than 
a Corps-funded advertising budget to combat public’s notion that there is no 
whitewater to be had on the Kern for the duration of the project.  
 
 Kern River Boaters urges the Corps to obtain agreement from the 
Watermaster to comply with the whitewater release schedule described above or 
one substantially similar to it. Should the Watermaster refuse, Kern River 
Boaters urges the Corps to explore and ultimately bring to bear its full legal 
authority to mandate that the Watermaster be subject to such a schedule. 
Although the Isabella Reservoir serves the important public benefit of flood 
control, it simultaneously confers upon the holders of right to the water stored 
therein an enormous financial benefit. The existence of a structurally stable 
reservoir permits these rights holders to store their water assets and time-shift 
their release to the more lucrative summer months, when demand is at its peak. 
In exchange for the enormous amount of public money going into this project, 
the water rights holders should be obligated to take these reasonable steps to help 
mitigate the project’s impacts on recreation.  
 
 

2.  Decommission Borel 
 
 The Borel hydroproject dewaters about 605 cfs from the six-mile stretch 
of river between the reservoir and the Borel powerhouse, subject only to a fish 
flow release of between 20 and 50 cfs. Boaters call this section of river “the 
BLM run” or “the Jungle run.” Given sufficient instream flows, this section 
offers beginner-to-intermediate paddlers a fantastic stretch of river on which to 
learn and improve their skills. There are numerous Class 2 rapids and eddies 
along this stretch. Only three rapids in the stretch — “Wallow Rock,” “It’s a 
Dilly,” and “Oscar’s Nightmare” — are rated at Class 3 in difficulty. The only 
stretch of river in Kern Canyon not dewatered by hydropower — the “Miracle-



to-Democrat” run below Borel powerhouse — includes a half-dozen Class 4 
rapids and is not suitable for beginner or low-intermediate paddlers. (There is 
another class II stretch of river untouched by hydropower in Bakersfield below 
the Rio Bravo hydroproject, but it is some 30 miles away from Borel and is 
substantially shorter and less challenging than the run dewatered by Borel.) 
Decommissioning Borel would provide much greater boating opportunities for 
beginner and low-intermediate paddlers on the Kern, especially on the shoulders 
of the agricultural release season when boaters flock to the Miracle-to-Democrat 
section but are precluded from paddling the BLM run due to the dewatering of 
605 cfs. Given these facts — and what appear to be the large costs and 
engineering challenges associated with erecting a new Borel Canal — Kern 
River Boaters supports the decommissioning of the Borel hydroproject.  
 
 

3.  Raise the November 01 Storage Limit 
 
 The Corps has historically required the Watermaster to draw down storage 
in the reservoir below 170,000 acre-feet by November 01 every year to provide 
the reservoir adequate capacity for winter storm flood control. The project will 
be raising the height of the dam by 16 feet. Although the project will not be 
authorizing an increase in the reservoir’s storage capacity, the elevation of the 
dam radically increases the system’s capacity for flood control. Kern River 
Boaters believes that this increase in flood control capacity should be 
accompanied by a loosening of the November 01 storage limit to a level above 
200,000 acre-feet. This will afford the Watermaster greater flexibility in time-
shifting the release of stored water from wet years to drought years.   
 
 Thank you for including our views in your deliberations on this project.  
 
 
      Respectfully submitted, 
 
 
        
 
 

——————————— 
Brett Harding Duxbury 
Director 
Kern River Boaters 


