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SECTION 1

Introduction
1.1 Background

On March 10, 2020, the Merced Irrigation District (MID or District) distributed to public agencies and the
general public a Draft Programmatic Environmental Impact Report (PEIR) evaluating and disclosing the
anticipated environmental impacts (and benefits) associated with the implementation of the District’s
proposed Water Resources Management Plan (WRMP or Proposed Program). The WRMP includes a
number of financial, policy, and infrastructure recommendations. The Draft PEIR evaluated capital
improvements and water management actions intended to:

e Protect and maximize MID’s water rights

e Ensure that MID remains financially sound

e Provide a reliable and affordable water supply to MID customers
e Continue to focus on MID customer service

e Promote sustainable management of groundwater resources

e Support the agricultural economic base of the region

In accordance with the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) Guidelines, a 45-day public review
period of the Draft PEIR was completed on April 23, 2020. During this review period, comments from
public agencies evaluating the Draft PEIR were submitted to the lead agency, the District. Public
comments on the Proposed Program were also solicited at a public hearing following the 45-day period
that was held on May 5, 2020. To comply with the State of California Executive Order N-33-20, the
public hearing was held virtually rather than in person. Comments received on the Draft PEIR and
responses to those comments are included in Section 2 of this Final PEIR.

1.2 Contents of this Final PEIR

This document is organized as follows:

Section 1 - Introduction: Summarizes the contents of this Final PEIR and identifies MID’s Proposed
Program.

Section 2 - Comments and Responses to Comments on the Draft PEIR: Includes a copy of all comment
letters submitted to the District during the review period and contains responses to significant
environmental issues raised, in accordance with CEQA Guidelines Sections 15088(b) and 15132. Some
comments have resulted in a minor revision to the Draft PEIR.

Section 3 — Revisions to the Draft PEIR: Presents a minor revision to the Draft PEIR, which does not alter
the Draft PEIR’s conclusions regarding the significance of the various alternatives’ environmental
impacts. Text revisions are identified by strikeouts where text is removed, and italics where text is
added. All revisions to the Draft PEIR are compiled herein.

The Final PEIR consists of the Draft PEIR dated March 2020, State Clearinghouse Number 2017051054,
and this document, which includes a minor revision to the Draft PEIR and responses to comments
received during public review.

1.3 Identification of a Proposed Project

As described in Section 2.4 of the Draft PEIR, MID qualitatively and quantitatively evaluated five
potential alternatives to meet the District’s objectives. The alternatives incorporated specific elements
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SECTION 1 - INTRODUCTION

including system improvements, water user classification modifications, annexations, water transfers,
and water rates. The alternatives included the following:

e Alternative 1: No Action Alternative

e Alternative 2: Low Transfers Alternative

e Alternative 3: Annexation and Dry Year Transfers Alternative
e Alternative 4: Capital Improvement Plan Only Alternative

e Alternative 5: Balanced Approach Alternative

After evaluating these alternatives, MID determined that Alternative 5, the Balanced Approach
Alternative, best met the District’s objectives in implementing the WRMP. The Balanced Approach
Alternative (“Proposed Program”) was selected as the preferred approach for the District and includes
the following primary elements:

e System Improvements — various projects to allow for full implementation of the Capital
Improvement Plan and modernization of the water delivery system

e C(lass Il to Class | Conversion — one-time opportunity for water users in the District’s El Nido area to
convert from Class Il to Class I, for a fee

e Water Transfers — execute and perform temporary water transfers when the Board of Directors
determines it is in the best interests of the District

As summarized in the Draft PEIR, the WRMP is a long-term planning document to be implemented over
approximately 30 years. Accordingly, subsequent refinements will be made to certain Program
components over the course of plan implementation. The Draft PEIR identifies proposed
projects/actions that are well-defined (and, therefore, evaluated at a “project level”) as well as other
projects/actions that require further definition to fully evaluate. Such less-defined projects/actions are
described and assessed at a broad, programmatic level of analysis and are anticipated to require
subsequent environmental documentation, as necessary. The Final PEIR is intended to serve as a first-
tier document for future implementation of the WRMP. Additional environmental review requirements
for future actions will be tiered from this Final PEIR and conducted, as necessary.

A standardized approach was developed and will be used to guide site-specific resource evaluations for
project locations that have been determined (e.g., locations associated with existing facilities requiring
maintenance or modification), as well as those projects that have not been sufficiently developed to
support a site-specific analysis in the Draft PEIR. Appendix A to the Draft PEIR contains the Site-specific
Project/Action Environmental Evaluation Checklist that will be used to help evaluate each project or
action implemented as part of the Program. This approach will facilitate the consistent identification of
applicable impacts and implementation of mitigation requirements (as necessary) identified in this Final
PEIR (as well as others that might be identified in subsequent site-specific environmental documents) for
all Program elements.

1.4 Identification of the Environmentally Superior
Alternative

Section 15126.6(e)(2) of the CEQA Guidelines requires that an environmental impact report (EIR)
identify an environmentally superior alternative, and if that alternative is the No Project Alternative, the
EIR shall identify an environmentally superior alternative among the other alternatives. The “No
Program Alternative” evaluated in the Draft PEIR is based on the “No Action Alternative” in the WRMP.
The No Program Alternative is assumed to represent the existing condition, in addition to future
development and water management requirements in the absence of the Proposed Program. Because
the Proposed Program includes a number of specific projects, many of which will improve management
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SECTION 1 - INTRODUCTION

of both surface water and groundwater resources, both the No Program Alternative and the Proposed
Program would be anticipated to be individually environmentally superior in some respects, depending
on the specific project and its implementation.
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SECTION 2

Comments and Responses to Comments on
the Draft PEIR

The following presents comments received on the Draft PEIR for the MID WRMP and responses to those
comments. Comments were received from the following public agency:

e C(California Department of Toxic Substances Control

A copy of the original comment letter from the California Department of Toxic Substances Control is
presented on the left side of the following page, with individual comments numerically identified.
Responses to individual comments are provided to the right of the letter. Comments that require
changes to the text of the Draft PEIR are identified in the response, and changes are provided in
Section 3 of this Final PEIR.
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SECTION 3

Revisions to the Draft PEIR

This section of the Final PEIR includes specific text changes to the Draft PEIR. Note that all new text
required to respond to comments is shown in italicized print and deletions are indicated by
strikethrough text.

3.1 Specific Changes to the Draft PEIR

Specific required changes to the Draft PEIR based on comments received are limited to Section 2.5 of
the PEIR, as shown below:

In response to Comments 1-2 and 1-4 identified in Section 2 of this Final PEIR, Environmental
Commitment number 8 of Draft PEIR Section 2.5 on page 2-64 is revised to read as follows:

Use, transport, and dispose of hazardous materials, such as fuels, lubricants, and
solvents, in accordance with California Department of Toxic Substances Control,

U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, and U.S. Occupational Safety and Health

Administration requirements.

MID will adhere to applicable regulations regarding the import of fill material.

In addition to the required changes shown above, Section 7, References, was modified as follows to add
a missing reference, correct references, and remove a duplicative reference:

Merced County 20412012. 2030 Merced County General Plan, Water Element. Planaing

Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS). 26462018. Web Soil Survey. U.S. Department of
Agriculture. Accessed December14,2016September 21, 2018.
http://websoilsurvey.nrcs.usda.gov/.

The following corrections to references in Appendix D were made:

U.S. Fish and W|Id||fe Serwce(USFWS) 19962015. m!eeHm—Su-Fvey—Gwdelmes—te-PeFm-l{-tees—feF

PeeLBFanemepedsSurvey Gu/de//nes for the L/sted Large Branch/opods 24 pp.

U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS). 2861462020. 2816-Range-wide-tndiana-BatSummerSurvey
GuidelinesRange-wide Indiana Bat Summer Survey Guidelines. 4864 pp.

The following revisions to citations were made to reflect the above corrections to references:
e Section 3.2, Agricultural Resources and Land Use — Merced CountyCede, 399722019
e Section 3.8, Groundwater Resources — MID, 20156
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Addendum to the Merced Irrigation District Water Resources
Management Plan Final Programmatic Environmental Impact Report

State Clearinghouse No. 2017051054

The Merced Irrigation District [MID or District] Water Resources Management Plan Final Programmatic
Environmental Impact Report (PEIR) was certified on July 14, 2020, and included a water transfer element
as part of MID's Proposed Program. As stated in Section 2, “Program Description and Alternatives” of the
PEIR, the proposed transfer element could include transfers generally within the Merced Groundwater
Subbasin (“in-basin”) as well as to areas outside of the Merced Groundwater Subbasin (i.e., generally, to
water users on the west side of the San Joaquin Valley and elsewhere) (“out-of-basin”). Both in-basin and
out-of-basin transfers have historically been and will continue to be made for a variety of purposes,
including, but not limited to, maximizing the efficient and effective use of District water rights and
securing revenues to improve water efficiency and customer service within the District.

All water transfers analyzed in the PEIR were contemplated using any or all of the District's water rights,
including via reservoir release of previously stored water. Not all potential transferees, points of
diversion/rediversion, or places of use were known during preparation of the PEIR, therefore out-of-basin
transfers were evaluated at a programmatic level. Proposed water transfers in eastern Merced County and
on the east side of the San Joaquin Valley, within areas hydrogeologically adjacent to the MID boundary
(i.e., in-basin transfers), were evaluated at a project level.

Through this Addendum, MID proposes a minor revision to the PEIR, making clear that the acreage
immediately north of MID’s Northside Canal, as well as the acreage immediately to the southeast of MID's
boundary, is included as part of the Proposed Program. These areas, although located within the political
boundaries of the adjoining Turlock and Chowchilla Groundwater Subbasins, respectively, are
hydrogeologically connected to the Merced Groundwater Subbasin. A portion of MID is located within the
political boundaries of the Turlock Groundwater Subbasin. Transfers to these areas have been completed
in the past; and as stated in the PEIR, all proposed water transfers would be made using releases of surface
water that would have been held in storage or otherwise put to beneficial use under the District's water
rights absent the transfer.

The minor revision included in this Addendum would not change any of the analysis contained in the PEIR.
Total transfer volumes of water would also not change to either in- or out-of-basin potential transferees
and will remain as analyzed in the PEIR.

Preparation of this CEQA Addendum

The District has prepared this Addendum to assess the proposed minor clarification of the Proposed
Program evaluated in the PEIR and provide California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) coverage for the
additional places of use for proposed transfers. Section 15160 of the CEQA Guidelines explains that there
are several mechanisms, and variations in environmental documents, that can be tailored to different
situations and intended uses of environmental review. Specifically, Section 15160 states that the

“... variations listed [including Subsequent [environmental impact reports] EIRs, Supplemental EIRs, and
Addendums] are not exclusive. Lead agencies may use other variations consistent with the Guidelines to
meet the needs of other circumstances.” This provision allows lead agencies to tailor the use of CEQA
mechanisms (such as this Addendum) to fit the circumstances presented to the lead agency by a project.

FES1203202228RDD 1



Addendum to the Merced Irrigation District Water Resources Management Plan
Final Programmatic Environmental Impact Report

Specifically, Section 15164 of the CEQA Guidelines states:

(a) The lead agency or responsible agency shall prepare an addendum to a previously certified EIR
if some changes or additions are necessary but none of the conditions described in Section 15162
calling for preparation of a subsequent EIR have occurred.

(b) An addendum to an adopted negative declaration may be prepared if only minor technical
changes or additions are necessary or none of the conditions described in Section 15162 calling
for the preparation of a subsequent EIR or negative declaration have occurred.

(c) An addendum need not be circulated for public review but can be included in or attached to the
final EIR or adopted negative declaration.

(d) The decision-making body shall consider the addendum with the final EIR or adopted negative
declaration prior to making a decision on the project.

(e) A brief explanation of the decision not to prepare a subsequent EIR pursuant to Section 15162
should be included in an addendum to an EIR, the lead agency'’s findings on the project, or
elsewhere in the record. The explanation must be supported by substantial evidence.

Section 15162 of the CEQA Guidelines provides the criteria for preparing a Subsequent EIR or Negative
Declaration. Specifically, a Subsequent EIR or new Negative Declaration is required when there are
substantial changes to a project that involve new significant environmental effects or a substantial increase
in the severity of previously identified significant effects; substantial changes occur with respect to the
circumstances under which the project is undertaken that will require major revisions of the previously
approved EIR; or new information of substantial importance, which was not known and could not have been
known with reasonable diligence at the time the previous EIR was certified, shows more or more severe
significant effects, new feasible mitigation measures, or alternatives are available but not adopted.

As required in subsection (e), above, substantial evidence supporting the lead agency's decision not to
prepare a Subsequent EIR or new Negative Declaration pursuant to CEQA Guidelines Section 15162 is
provided below, under the “Environmental Impact Analysis” subheading. The environmental analysis
evaluates the potential impacts of the proposed modifications in relation to the current environmental
conditions and in consideration of the environmental findings for the Proposed Program. As summarized
below, the changes proposed are minor and would not result in any new significant environmental
impacts.

The analysis of the Proposed Program modifications described below supports the determination that the
proposed changes would not involve new significant environmental effects or result in a substantial
increase in the severity of previously identified significant effects, which would call for, the preparation of a
Subsequent EIR or Negative Declaration, as provided in Section 15162 of the CEQA Guidelines. Therefore,
the District is preparing this Addendum to the approved PEIR as the appropriate approach to meet the
requirements of CEQA. MID may choose to make additional transfers to lands that are hydrogeologically
adjacent to the Merced Groundwater Subbasin in the future and intends to use this Addendum to address
required CEQA environmental review for all such transfers conducted in the same manner.

Proposed Program Modifications

The proposed addition to, or clarification of, the Proposed Program area consists of a portion of the
Eastside Water District in eastern Merced County and immediately north of MID's Northside Canal, as well
as a portion of the Chowchilla Water District, also in eastern Merced County and immediately to the
southeast of MID's boundary. These areas are shown on Figure 1.
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Addendum to the Merced Irrigation District Water Resources Management Plan
Final Programmatic Environmental Impact Report

Lands included as part of the Proposed Program modifications are located within the adjacent Chowchilla
and Turlock Groundwater Subbasins (located to the south and north of the Merced Groundwater Subbasin,
respectively) that comprise a portion of the San Joaquin Valley Basin (Figure 2). Spring 2018 groundwater
surface elevations across the three subbasins are presented on Figure 2 to highlight the hydraulic
connection of the three subbasins where water management in areas adjacent to the subbasin boundaries
influences water levels in each subbasin.

Legend

Spring 2018 - Water Surface Elevation Contours
San Joaquin Valley Groundwater Subbasins

[ Chowchilla

[ Merced

0 Turleck

t P Corp.. GEBCO. USGS. FAC.
\ nance Survey, Esri Jspan, METI,
s ~ ibutors, and the GIS User

(Source: DWR, 2020)
Figure 2. Spring 2018 Water Surface Elevation Contours

In recent years, MID has made surface water available and completed water transfers to properties located
within the subject area. The Proposed Program area is consistent with previous transfers and includes an
additional 43,205 acres of place of use located adjacent to the Merced Groundwater Subbasin (within a
total gross area of approximately 241,904 acres primarily within the Merced Groundwater Subbasin). As
indicated in the PEIR, the surface water supply proposed to be made available is generally diverted, stored,
and conveyed through the MID's existing facilities and would not require construction of any new facilities.
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Addendum to the Merced Irrigation District Water Resources Management Plan
Final Programmatic Environmental Impact Report

Inclusive of the minor revision contained in the Addendum, the quantity of surface water proposed to be
made available by MID for transfer to the transferees would continue to be made available by releases
from Lake McClure (New Exchequer Dam).

The minor revision contained in this Addendum does not change the amount or timing of releases of water
from storage, streamflow in the Merced River, water quality, timing of diversion, return flows, effects on
legal users of water, or change in the purposes of use authorized under MID's water rights.

Environmental Impact Analysis

Resource areas evaluated in the PEIR that have the potential to be affected by the proposed addition to
the place of use include agricultural resources and land use, biological resources, groundwater resources,
hydrology, and water quality. Given the nature of the minor proposed revisions to the Proposed Program,
no new impacts related to aesthetics and visual resources; air quality; greenhouse gases; cultural,
paleontological, and tribal cultural resources; transportation and traffic; noise; public services and utilities;
and geology soils would result from implementation of the Proposed Program modifications and,
therefore, are not discussed further.

As stated in the PEIR, MID would continue to make available surface water supplies to meet existing in-
District customer demand. PEIR analysis relating to MID deliveries versus existing downstream
requirements remains unchanged. Therefore, there would be no change in the analysis contained in the
PEIR in terms of downstream change of the streamflow, water quality, timing of diversion, return flows,
effects on legal users of water, or change in the purposes of use authorized by MID’s water rights during
the period of a proposed temporary transfer.

The following provides a review of those resource areas anticipated to be potentially affected by the minor
revisions to the Proposed Program evaluated in the PEIR.

Agricultural Resources and Land Use

Surface water supplies proposed to be made available to potential in-basin transferees would continue to
be diverted, stored, rediverted, and conveyed through MID’s existing facilities (as has been historically)
with or without this Addendum; and thus, no construction is proposed as part of the minor revisions to the
Proposed Program. If any transferee intends to construct upon or improve its own facilities, additional
CEQA analysis may potentially be required at that time, by the transferee.

Proposed modifications would not change existing land uses, which is primarily agricultural within the
District and proposed addition to the place of use. Proposed modifications would also improve water
supply delivery to agricultural land uses outside the District and would not affect Williamson Act contracts.
The potential impacts would be generally beneficial and less than significant.

Biological Resources

The minor revision to the Proposed Program would include transfers within and outside the political
boundaries of the Merced Groundwater Subbasin. As described above, no appreciable changes in stream
(including the Merced River) would occur as a result of the changes contained in this Addendum, and as
such, there would be less than significant impacts to in-river fishery species or associated habitat. Water
made available through the proposed transfers would be within the range of transfers evaluated in the
PEIR and, thus, would not result in any new impacts to reservoir or in-river species, as well as habitat not
previously analyzed.
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Addendum to the Merced Irrigation District Water Resources Management Plan
Final Programmatic Environmental Impact Report

Water transferred under the Proposed Program, as revised herein, would not require any facility
construction and, therefore, would not result in any potential construction-related impacts to fisheries,
wildlife, or associated habitat.

Hydrology and Water Quality

MID would continue to make the same releases of water to the Merced River, and the same surface water
deliveries to its in-District customers with or without the proposed amended water transfer place of use;
therefore, there would be no change in the return flow pattern from water users within MID's service area.
All proposed water transfers would be implemented via reservoir release of previously stored water or
from another District surface water supply, and may be subject to refill agreements with California
Department of Water Resources and Bureau of Reclamation as applicable, as well as in accordance with
MID water right license and FERC-related requirements.

Given that transfers are assumed to come from excess reservoir storage or other District surface water
supply and would not affect streamflows nor require construction of any new facilities, no significant
impacts to hydrology or water quality are anticipated.

Groundwater Resources

The minor revision to the place of use for the Proposed Program described herein includes lands overlying
portions of the Merced Groundwater Subbasin, the Turlock Groundwater Subbasin, and the Chowchilla
Groundwater Subbasin, all of which are located within eastern Merced County. The Merced and Chowchilla
Groundwater Subbasins have been identified as critically overdrafted basins, and the Turlock Groundwater
Subbasin has been designated as high priority. To the extent any impact to the environment could occur
within these additional areas, such a surface water transfer would result in a beneficial impact in the area
of the transferees given these lands currently meet demand through groundwater pumping.

Groundwater modeling analysis was performed to evaluate the potential effects of the proposed additional
place of use. Using the approach presented in the PEIR, the additional analysis incorporated and analyzed a
new set of areas near or around the District's boundaries representing an additional scenario of proposed
transferees within the additional place of use. As was conducted for the PEIR, simulated changes in
groundwater levels were analyzed to compare the Proposed Program Alternative with the additional place
of use areas to the Existing Conditions Alternative and the No Program Alternative. For a complete
description of the PEIR groundwater analysis toolset used in this updated analysis, refer to Appendix F in
the PEIR.

Figure 3 presents the average simulated change in groundwater levels associated with implementation of
the Proposed Program as compared to Existing Conditions. Overall, the addition to place of use areas
receiving the proposed water transfer are forecast to increase water levels anywhere from 2 to 10 feet on
average. Figure 4 presents the simulated change in groundwater levels associated with implementation of
the Proposed Program as compared to the No Program Alternative. In comparison to the No Program
Alternative, water levels are projected to increase anywhere from 2 to 10 feet on average. Accordingly,
anticipated impacts are expected to be beneficial with respect to groundwater levels, with no adverse
significant impacts to groundwater resources.

Cumulative and Growth-inducing Impacts

The proposed minor revision to the place of use in the Proposed Program would not result in any
additional cumulative impacts not already analyzed in the PEIR. No growth-inducing impacts would be
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anticipated given any proposed water transfer would be in lieu of groundwater pumping to support
agricultural uses.
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Figure 3. Simulated Change in Average Groundwater Levels for Model Layer 1 When Comparing the
Proposed Program to the Existing Conditions Alternative
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Figure 4. Simulated Change in Average Groundwater Levels for Model Layer 1 When Comparing the
Proposed Program to the No Program Alternative

Conclusion

The minor clarification to the PEIR's Proposed Program to include a portion of the Eastside Water District
in eastern Merced County and immediately north of MID’s Northside Canal, as well as a portion of the
Chowchilla Water District, also in eastern Merced County and immediately to the southeast of MID's
boundary for proposed “in-basin” water transfers would not result in any new significant impacts not
identified in the MID PEIR certified July 14, 2020. Such transfers have been completed in the past, and all
proposed water transfers would be made using surface water under the District's various water rights. All
transfers would be accomplished using existing facilities. Any impacts are anticipated to be beneficial
related to the provision of MID surface water supplies in the area of the transferees given these lands
currently meet demand through groundwater pumping.
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