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January 30, 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   
  hunter.merritt@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 in that it directly 
threatens the 2021 summer boating season on the Kern below the reservoir. The 
project imposes a cap on the reservoir’s storage capacity at 72,237 acre-feet that 
will be lifted in “early Spring” 2021.1 As a direct result of this cap, there will be 
much less water available for river flows in the summer of 2021 than the 
historical average. 

                                            
1  October 2012 USACE Final Environmental Impact Statement at pp. 2-5, 

2-10, 2-13, 2-24, 3-16, 3-30. The Corps has stated it cannot provide a 
more accurate date than “early Spring.” The November 17, 2014 USACE 
Project Schedule, shown at the Corps’ November 21, 2014 meeting in 
Kernville, indicated the restriction would be lifted on June 01, 2021. The 
Corps has since indicated this later date was in error.  

 



  
  Publicly available data shows that, over the last 50 years, storage in the 
Isabella reservoir has averaged 204,827 acre-feet on April 01 and 302,904 acre-
feet on June 01.  
 
 When the pool restriction is lifted in 2021, storage will be at or below 
72,237 acre-feet. Given the mandate that 30,000 acre-feet remain stored in the 
reservoir for recreation, only 42,237 acre-feet would be available for river flows.  
 
 When the pool restriction is lifted in early spring 2021 — represented in 
this discussion as April 01, ten days after the start of spring — the reservoir will 
hold 24% or less of its historical average of useable storage. The Watermaster 
has never released boatable flows at this level of storage. There is no guarantee 
the Watermaster would release inflows from that season's snowmelt at boatable 
levels as opposed to using to limiting releases to fill the reservoir. In fact, there 
may not be sufficient inflows of to release at boatable levels to begin with should 
the snowpack be low. By restricting the reservoir to 24% of its historical average, 
the project directly threatens the 2021 boating season below the reservoir.  
 
 Furthermore, construction delays could keep the pool restriction in effect 
beyond early spring. If there were just two months of delay and the Corps lifted 
the restriction on June 01, 2021, the reservoir would be at or below 15% of its 
usable historical average, and that season’s snowpack would have been 
substantially depleted. There would be no 2021 whitewater season on the Kern 
below the reservoir, and perhaps no 2022 season, either, should the winter 
following the pool restriction provide a minimal snowpack.  
 
 The Corps’ draft recreation report proposes two measures to mitigate 
these adverse effects on whitewater boating: First, providing for whitewater 
releases from the reservoir into the Kern River below; Second, the 
decommissioning of Southern California Edison’s Borel hydroproject. (Draft 
Rec. Plan at page 64, Item 10.) Kern River Boaters strongly favors both of these 
measures, and suggests a third: increasing the November 01 flood control storage 
limit.  
 

 
1.  Provide Whitewater Releases in the Summer of 2021 

 
 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, last fall three of the four 
projects (Borel, Kern Canyon, and Rio Bravo) were 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 from June 01, 2021 through 
Labor Day weekend of that year. Presently, the Watermaster releases flows from 



the reservoir without regard for recreation.2 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 for the Watermaster’s clients. 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 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 release 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 only 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 would only increase outflows on those two or three days a week for six-
hour bubble to a maximum 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.  
 
 Kern River Boaters is aware that some 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 
                                            
2  Indeed, in mid-2013 — the second year of the extant four-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.  



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. The 
dissemination of that single fact could do as much, or possibly more, more than a 
Corps-funded advertising budget to combat public’s notion that there is no 
whitewater to be had on the Kern because 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 adverse 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. In light of these facts — and what appear to be the 
large costs and engineering challenges associated with erecting a new Borel 
Canal — Kern River Boaters supports SCE, the Corps, and other relevant 
agencies entering into an agreement to decommission 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 the increase in flood control capacity should be accompanied by 
an increase of the November 01 storage limit to a level above 200,000 acre-feet. 
This will afford the Watermaster greater flexibility to time-shift 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 



APRIL 01 STORAGE AT ISABELLA RESERVOIR (ACRE-FEET)

Year Storage Year Storage

1965 117800 1993 152599

1966 155400 1994 229166

1967 281800 1995 267010

1968 206300 1996 378285

1969 175800 1997 354198

1970 261725 1998 338170

1971 166000 1999 252280

1972 116512 2000 193563

1973 90863 2001 140853

1974 227780 2002 111780

1975 210501 2003 175131

1976 156088 2004 192851

1977 63052 2005 203376

1978 260074 2006 289862

1979 279955 2007 225949

1980 361432 2008 152934

1981 241486 2009 144484

1982 213210 2010 170298

1983 469046 2011 249706

1984 277384 2012 170958

1985 233425 2013 87611

1986 425322 2014 59775

1987 240083 50-yr Avg: 204,827

1988 128970

1989 108461 sources

1990 78275 1965-1989 USGS

1991 64524 1990-1992 USACE

1992 89228 1993-1996 CDEC

1997-2014 USACE

Year

�1



JUNE 01 STORAGE AT ISABELLA RESERVOIR (ACRE-FEET)

Year Storage Year Storage

1965 227500 1993 372095

1966 217600 1994 259470

1967 374300 1995 410289

1968 256400 1996 531210

1969 467600 1997 484002

1970 317214 1998 456786

1971 216954 1999 329071

1972 123402 2000 287244

1973 328716 2001 244457

1974 414565 2002 172584

1975 306170 2003 274671

1976 169361 2004 227589

1977 72994 2005 496281

1978 380265 2006 411565

1979 429423 2007 240599

1980 502420 2008 252204

1981 306510 2009 249857

1982 528333 2010 255019

1983 497033 2011 331708

1984 402776 2012 215349

1985 376405 2013 105514

1986 538781 2014 80161

1987 273876 Average: 302,904

1988 155970

1989 184802 sources

1990 94324 1965-1989 USGS

1991 140060 1990-1992 USACE

1992 153718 1993-1996 CDEC

1997-2014 USACE
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