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24 Sacramento River levee sites on list for emergency winter fixes

By Matt Weiser - Bee Staff Writer


Flood-control officials this week narrowed their list of emergency winter levee repairs to 24 sites along the Sacramento River, including four that protect the cities of Sacramento and West Sacramento.
The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers on Monday declared an emergency to speed up the repairs in concert with the state Department of Water Resources. The agencies hope to finish the work this winter.
"We're getting near the beginning of the storm season and we have to get these fixed immediately if we can," said Army Corps spokesman Jim Taylor. "Our concern is that, because the erosion is so severe at these sites, they could not withstand high flows during the peak rainy season."
These 24 sites are among 71 locations that state and federal officials identified in October, although their locations were not revealed then. They are in addition to the 33 "critical erosion" levee repairs expected to be finished by the end of this month.
But flood officials now say they will attempt to repair only the 24 sites this winter, not the full list of 71. The remaining 47 damaged areas will have to last through the rainy season and wait until next spring and summer for repairs.
"The others can make it through the normal winter season, as long as we pay close attention to their condition and are ready to do flood-fighting if necessary," Taylor said.

Two of the 24 damaged levees protect Sacramento's Natomas region, one protects the city's Pocket neighborhood, and one protects the city of West Sacramento, near the Interstate 80 bridge.
The rest stretch along the Sacramento River between Knights Landing and Isleton.

The new damages were identified in a field survey over the summer by Ayres Associates, a Sacramento consultant working for the Army Corps.
Tom Smith, regional manager for Ayres, said all the problem areas are chronic erosion sites that simply were scoured further last winter, when prolonged runoff kept the river high on levees for months.
Some of the worst damage is in Natomas, just south of the Interstate 5 bridge. There, Smith said, the riverbed has been scoured away beneath the levee, prompting concern that part of the levee itself could collapse into this void.
The damage also increases potential for seepage through sand layers, called "lenses," that may lie beneath the levee -- a known problem in the Natomas area. Such seepage, if undetected, can cause a sudden levee failure.
"We don't know where all of the sand lenses are in Natomas, so you just can't take the chance," Smith said.
Mike Inamine, chief of levee repairs at the Department of Water Resources, said repairs should begin by the end of this month.
Even though four of the sites protect densely populated urban areas, Inamine said,

"We feel pretty confident we're going to make these sites safe, and I don't think people should be too alarmed, quite frankly."
The emergency declaration by the Army Corps allows officials to waive the usual contracting and environmental permitting procedures. In this case, levee repairs will be done first, with replanting to follow next spring or during winter if the weather allows.
The declaration also provides a legal framework for the state to be reimbursed for the repair costs by the federal government, Taylor said. As with the 33 locations already under repair, the state plans to pay for the new repairs using $500 million provided by AB 142, a state law approved in May.
Army Corps spokesman Jeff Hawk said repairing the 24 new sites will cost about $200 million, but said that estimate may grow given the challenges of working during winter.

The corps will oversee repairs at 14 of the new damaged areas, while DWR will handle 10.

