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Levee gives river room to move

Project will control flooding along Bear River

By DEB KOLLARS

There are various ways to control flooding from rivers. Build taller levees. Park a dam upstream. Engineer a bypass channel to divert waters running high.

Or, instead of trying to pen in a river, give it more room to flow.

On the winding Bear River in Yuba County, work is wrapping up on a new stretch of levee that gives the river a wide band of land alongside it where water can spread out should flooding occur.

At two miles, it is the biggest ''setback'' levee in California. It replaces an older levee with erosion problems that sat near the river and was removed last summer.

In the process, about 600 acres of open space were created for plants and animals.

''This is the river now,'' said Ric Reinhardt, a principal engineer with MBK Engineers of Sacramento, pointing to the new open area.

According to state and national flood experts, setback levees are a wise way to manage flood risks -- if the land and the money are available to build them.

The Dallas community built setback levees years ago along the Trinity River to protect the downtown core. The concept was discussed as a solution after the Midwest floods of 1993 and later after the 1997 flooding of Grand Forks, N.D.

Across the globe, the Dutch, long known for their aggressive flood protection system, are launching a new effort to buy out properties along rivers to create wider floodways. Two weeks ago, experts from the Netherlands met in Sacramento with flood control leaders and touted the approach for its logic.

''The concept is to give the water the room it is due,'' said Robert Bea, an engineering professor at the University of California-Berkeley who was part of an independent team that studied levee failures in New Orleans.

''You can stand at the river's edge and fight the water, but the water doesn't give up,'' Bea said.

Setback levees likely won't be built in New Orleans, where coastal rather than river flooding is the problem, said Larry Larson, who heads the Association of State Floodplain Managers in Madison, Wis. But leaders in New Orleans are weighing whether to move some people away from the coastline to create more open space for future floodwaters.

Les Harder, deputy director in charge of flood control for the California Department of Resources, said setback levees can reduce erosion and underseepage and, sometimes, help lower water levels elsewhere on a river system.

''Erosion is such a problem when the levee is on the edge of the river,'' Harder said.

However, Harder said, setback levees cost more to build. The new Bear River levee, for example, cost $25 million per mile, far more than the $10 million to $15 million it would have taken to strengthen the older levee next to the river, Reinhardt said.

The Sacramento Area Flood Control Agency has been contemplating a setback levee along a section of the Sacramento River in North Natomas.

But a preliminary analysis indicates it may not pencil out financially, executive director Stein Buer said.

Harder said that setback levees can be controversial when landowners are asked to give up their land and a slice of their livelihood. ''They can build up a lot of bitterness,'' he said.

Tom Ellis, a farmer in Colusa County, recalled a meeting several years ago where state and federal officials floated the idea of a setback levee along a 25-mile stretch of the Sacramento River.

''People just saw red,'' Ellis recalled, noting the idea faded and is not actively being pursued.

For the Bear River levee, a 300-acre walnut orchard was removed, and property owners received about $50,000 an acre. All were willing sellers, though one is contesting the price in court, Reinhardt said.

In Sacramento and elsewhere in the Central Valley, where so much development has occurred next to levees, no one expects homes and businesses to be bought up so levees can be moved out.

But for undeveloped areas along rivers facing possible new building, the approach should be explored, said James Sandner, chief of operations and readiness for the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers Sacramento District.

