USGS Visits SLCWD

The water seminar at Sugar Bowl in September was a good experience (see the winter SLPOA newsletter for a good summary).  One of the results was discovering Chris Farrar of the USGS.  Towards the end of the seminar he listed, off the top of his head, things we need to know about Summit hydrology in order to best understand the ramifications of further changes to the Summit.  It was such a good list, quickly stated that more contact was needed.

The SLCWD invited Mr. Farrar to its December meeting for a presentation.  His hour talk introduced the SLCWD board and audience to how little we know and how complicated Summit hydrology is.   It is much more complicated than simply saying there must be lots of water because it all falls on the Summit before running to lower elevations.

Mr. Farrar’s talks was broken into five parts:


Hydrologic principles


What we know about the watershed


A suggested approach for Serene Lakes


Local concerns


Funding options

We did learn some specifics besides how little we know.  Whatever we do will affect resources such as springs and lakes so we have to study all aspects to understand impacts.  For example, a well doesn’t necessarily draw from the area immediately surrounding it. Its recharge area may be a long distance away depending on the underlaying ground. For example on the Summit we don’t  have aquifers as we’d traditionally think of them.  We have different kinds of rock with the water held and running through fractures.  A well may only be drawing water from one fracture and that fracture may run for a long distance.  Aquifers can be deep and shallow.  They may or may not be connected.  A well punching through a higher aquifer may end up draining that aquifer into the lower one.  Except for a small area of eastern Serene Lakes, which is a sandy/clay soil aquifer, the rest of the area and most of the Summit is fractured rock.  Our ground does not hold much water (and that’s probably why most of Foster/Syme’s wells were dry).  The time of year affects wells and their recharge rates.  The interruption of groundwater by wells can affect nearby lakes.

Mr. Farrar’s lessons were:


We don’t know much.


We must study now and regularly for a long period of time to fully understand our hydrology.


You can’t test a well over just a few days and expect to understand the well’s long term ability to supply.


It’s difficult to extrapolate to the future with wells especially in areas like Donner Summit. The fractured rock underlayment is unpredictable.


Most studies are too short.


There are long term climate cycles in the Sierra.  Our current decade, if the next two years are only average, will be the driest decade since records have been made.


Changes to groundwater due to pumping can be dramatic.


There is not much groundwater storage in our area.


We need to know our recharge rate so we don’t ovedraw.


We need to understand how much water there really is.

