
  

NOTICE OF PREPARATION 
Environmental Impact Report for the Almaden Dam Program 

Santa Clara County, California 
 
Introduction 
 
The Almaden Dam Program includes construction, inspection and maintenance activities related 
to the Santa Clara Valley Water District’s Almaden Dam in the northern foothills of the Santa 
Cruz Mountains south of San Jose, California.  The District owns and operates the dam and 
reservoir and is the Lead Agency for the proposed program per the California Environmental 
Quality Act (CEQA). 
 
The proposed 10-year program would involve three elements: (1) replacement of the intake 
structure located inside the reservoir and upstream side of the dam; (2) the installation of a dam 
seepage collection and monitoring system located at the downstream toe of the dam; and (3) 
ongoing maintenance activities associated with the dam and outlet works facilities.  The attached 
Figure 1 shows the program area. 
 
Need for Environmental Review 
 
As the Lead Agency, the District has determined that the Almaden Dam Program may have 
potentially significant adverse environmental effects, and will conduct appropriate environmental 
review to provide ample opportunity for public disclosure and participation in the planning and 
decision-making process. The Program Environmental Impact Report will include sufficient 
information for compliance with CEQA and approval of the Almaden Dam Program by the 
District Board of Directors. The purpose of the environmental review process is to develop and 
assess a recommended plan and alternatives for the Almaden Dam Program, and to avoid and 
mitigate significant adverse effects on environmental resources. The environmental review will 
address a reasonable range of alternatives and compliance with related environmental laws and 
permits. 
 
Document Scope 
 
The Program Environmental Impact Report for the proposed Almaden Dam Program will 
describe and evaluate potential effects of each element of the proposed program and will support 
the decision-making by the Santa Clara Valley Water District (SCVWD) to implement the 
program and ensure compliance with CEQA. Potential effects of the alternatives will be 
evaluated and measures to reduce environmental impacts will be proposed. 
 
Proposed Scoping Process 
 
a. This Notice of Preparation (NOP) initiates the CEQA scoping process in which the SCVWD 

will identify and define the scope of issues to be addressed in the Program Environmental 
Impact Report and identify potential significant environmental issues related to the proposed 
action and alternatives. 

 
b. Public comment is invited on the proposal to prepare the Program Environmental Impact 

Report and on the scope of issues to be included therein. 
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c. The SCVWD will consult local, state and federal agencies with regulatory or implementation 
responsibility for, or expertise in, the resources in the area of investigation. These include, 
but are not limited to, the Santa Clara County Department of Parks and Recreation, the Santa 
Clara County Planning Office, the California Department of Fish and Game, the California 
Division of Safety of Dams (DSOD), the San Francisco Bay Regional Water Quality Control 
Board, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers and the 
National Marine Fisheries Service.  

 
d. Meetings with interested persons will be held during the scoping period and after release of 

the Draft Program Environmental Impact Report. Coordination with federal and state 
agencies and local governments will take place throughout the entire process as necessary. 

 
e. A 45-day period will be provided for public review and comment on the Draft Program 

Environmental Impact Report. All interested persons should respond to this notice and 
provide a current address if they wish to be notified of the availability of the Draft 
Environmental Impact Report. A 30-day public review period will also be provided for 
review and comment on the Final Environmental Impact Report. 

 
 Background 
 
Almaden Reservoir is located on Alamitos Creek in unincorporated Santa Clara County, 
approximately 12 miles south of downtown San Jose.  Construction of the dam and associated 
facilities was completed in 1936.  Built across Alamitos Creek, the zoned earthfill dam has a 
height of 110 feet (downstream toe to crest) and a crest length of approximately 500 feet.  The 
upstream face is covered with a four-inch thick concrete face slab.   
 
The reservoir and dam are owned and operated by the SCVWD under the jurisdiction of the 
California Division of Safety of Dams (DSOD). The SCVWD manages wholesale drinking water 
resources and coordinates flood protection for its service area of approximately 1,700,000 
residents, and provides stewardship for 10 reservoirs and more than 700 miles of streams.  
 
Outlet Works 
 
Reservoir sedimentation has been an issue since shortly after Almaden Reservoir was placed into 
service in 1937.  The existing intake initially consisted of a square concrete box with openings 
protected by trash racks.  Due to reservoir sedimentation, the intake has been raised on two 
occasions (1948 and 1960) and now consists of a 40-foot tall concrete tower.  In 1999, the tower 
was temporarily modified by replacing the trash rack on top of the existing tower with a square 
steel cage.  This tower is now almost entirely buried by sediment.  Under the 1999 DSOD order, 
the District must provide a long-term (30-year) solution to the outlet works problem at Almaden 
Dam 
 
Dam Seepage 
 
Almaden Dam has had a history of recurrent seepage at the downstream toe area, especially 
emanating from the left abutment area.  In 1966 the District began monitoring seepage from the 
left abutment through a “V” notch weir located near the toe.  Seepage also appears on the lower 
downstream face of the dam.  In recent years vegetation has overgrown around the weir and in 
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the general downstream toe area.  DSOD has asked the District to clear and maintain the weir, 
and to address the seepage problem. 
 
To address the seepage problem at Almaden Dam, a new seepage collection system is planned 
for the downstream toe area.  It is anticipated that construction of the seepage collection system 
will involve excavating a section of the downstream toe area in order to expose sound bedrock 
and embankment materials, and then installing the necessary drain pipes, drain materials, and 
appropriate geotextile fabric to adequately collect and discharge the collected seepage.  The 
design of the collection system will be developed based on geotechnical studies conducted as a 
separate, near term project.  (Draft Almaden-Calero Dam Seepage Geotechnical Exploration 
Initial Study/Mitigated Negative Declaration, in progress) 
 
Routine Maintenance Activities 
  
Routine dam maintenance activities are currently undertaken on a project-by-project basis.  This 
element of the Program is intended to improve resource efficiency and minimize environmental 
impacts by identifying frequency and extent of the maintenance activities over the next 10 years.  
Typical maintenance activities at the dam include facility inspections, vegetation management, 
implementation of DSOD requirements and monitoring, post earthquake activities and other 
routine facilities maintenance.  Potential impacts from routine maintenance activities are 
addressed by the program. 
 
Program Description 
 
A program level Environmental Impact Report is being prepared under CEQA to provide a 
compressive review of activities related to maintaining the dam facilities.  These activities are 
included in the following program elements: 1) The outlet works repair element, 2) the dam 
seepage element and 3) the routine maintenance element. 
 
Program Objectives 
 
The objectives for each element of the Almaden Dam Program include: 
 
• Outlet works repair objectives are intended to satisfy 1999 Division of Safety of Dams 

(DSOD) directive requesting a long-term solution to manage the outlet works facility.  The 
objective is to construct of an intake structure capable of releasing 246 cubic feet per second 
(cfs) while minimizing the transport of sediment downstream of the dam. 

   
• The dam seepage element of the Program is intended to develop a long term strategy for 

managing seepage by implementation of (1) geotechnical investigations recommendations 
(evaluated under a separate process), (2) a drainage collection system to collect and control 
seepage from the dam and (3) to monitor where seepage is occurring and observe changes in 
seepage patterns over time. 

 
• The dam maintenance element of the Program is to implement routine maintenance 

activities for the Almaden Dam.  These activities are expected to include vegetation 
management, inspection of facilities and corrective repairs, minor repair and replacement of 
dam and outlet works facilities such as valve replacement. 
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Preferred Alternative for the Outlet Works Repair Element 
 
The District is preparing an Engineer’s Report for this component of the Program.  The District 
has evaluated several alternatives including the removal of sediment from the reservoir, raising 
the intake tower, construction of a new sloping intake structure, and abandonment of the dam.  
These alternatives were evaluated against a series of criteria including environmental constraints.  
Construction of a new sloping intake structure was selected as the preferred project alternative as 
it best met the project objectives.   
 
This alternative would involve construction of an entirely new sloping intake system (see Figure 
2).  This system would allow the District to release water from the reservoir at different 
elevations for a variety of management purposes from a series of gate valves installed at intervals 
along the sloping intake.  The sloping intake would be connected to the existing outlet pipe under 
dam.  Connection to the existing outlet pipe will require temporary excavation of sediments at 
the bottom of the reservoir.  Approximately 5,000 cubic yards of reservoir sediment would be 
excavated.  Following installation of the sloping intake, the excavated sediment will slough back 
into the trench, covering the new intake.  No excavated material will be removed from the 
reservoir basin.  
 
The construction period for the outlet works element would be late spring through mid-fall, with 
reservoir dewatering occurring as soon as practical in late April or early May.  Construction 
would be expected to require approximately six months.  The reservoir would be refilled by 
winter rains. 
 
Maintenance of Alamitos Creek In-stream Flow Needs 
 
Prior to the start of construction, Almaden Reservoir would be dewatered and a system for 
collecting and bypassing all natural inflow around the construction zone would be installed, 
allowing inflow to be discharged to Alamitos Creek below the dam.  This inflow, however, 
would not be sufficient to maintain water in Alamitos Creek downstream to Arroyo Calero 
throughout the construction period. 
 
To avoid impacts to Alamitos Creek, downstream of the dam, supplemental flow will be 
provided to augment natural inflow.  Supplemental flow will be accomplished by the use of a 
domestic and raw water pipeline. (See Figure 3). The following describes the method for 
supplemental water delivery:  
 
• Utilize an existing San Jose Water Company 8-inch treated water line located at the 

downstream toe of Almaden Dam, to provide additional water to Alamitos Creek below the 
dam.  Based on preliminary discussion with San Jose Water Company, approximately 0.56 
cfs (250 gpm) could be made available to supplement any remaining natural inflow.   

• Utilize the District’s Almaden raw water pipeline at McKean Road to provide additional 
water to Alamitos Creek, when necessary. 

• Monitor water releases to ensure that flow, water quality objectives and, in particular, 
temperature requirements are met. 
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• Dechlorinate water from the treated water line prior to discharge to Alamitos Creek. 

• Visually inspect supplementary water sources for leaks, cracks, and overall proper 
functioning. 

Based upon a preliminary review, it is expected that these two alternate water sources could 
maintain a wet stream in Alamitos Creek for the entire distance from Almaden Dam to Arroyo 
Calero. 
 
Seepage Collection Element 
 
Currently, the specific nature and extent of seepage at Almaden Dam is not well understood.  
The purpose of this element is to develop a long-term strategy to identify and manage seepage 
from Almaden Dam. The components of the strategy include: 1) prior to implementation of this 
element, a geotechnical investigation is planned to define the probable sources of seepage and 
provide the necessary information to design a seepage collection and monitoring system; 2) 
installation of a dam seepage collection system based on the outcomes form the geotechnical 
investigations, and 3) monitoring of seepage areas through the duration of the program. 
 
Proposed staging and seepage construction areas are expected to be confined to the base of the 
dam and adjacent left and right groins.  Construction will be timed to avoid California Red 
Legged Frog use of the site and may be conducted concurrent with the outlet works elements of 
the program.  With the reservoir drawn down for the new intake construction, seepage would be 
reduced and the working/construction conditions improved.  
 
Routine Maintenance Element 
 
The routine maintenance element of the Program is to implement routine maintenance activities 
related to the dam and outlet works.  These activities are expected to include: 
 

• Vegetation management 
• Inspections 
• DSOD corrective and monitoring actions 
• Routine activities concerning the valves and controls 
• General maintenance activities 
• Post-earthquake activities following seismic events 

 
 
Timing with regard to implementation of the dam seepage element and the routine maintenance 
element will vary and is expected to be on-going through the life of the program.  Activities 
related to these elements that are known will be evaluated in the Program Environmental Impact 
Report.  Any future activities with impacts falling outside the Program document will be fully 
evaluated in tiered documents as appropriate. 
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Relationship to Other SCVWD Activities 
 
Fisheries and Aquatic Habitat Collaborative Effort 
 
The Fisheries and Aquatic Habitat Collaborative Effort (FAHCE) is a multi-agency dispute 
resolution process began in October 1997 by the District and the California Department of Fish 
& Game to resolve a water rights challenge filed before the State Water Resources Control 
Board (SWRCB) in July 1996. Between November 1997 and February 2003 the FAHCE 
participants developed a science-based solution to the complaint aimed at protecting native 
aquatic resources including steelhead trout and chinook salmon.  The settlement agreement was 
signed in April 2003. 
 
Alamitos Creek, a sub basin in the Guadalupe Watershed, is included in the final FAHCE 
settlement.  Water supply operations and habitat restoration activities contained in the settlement 
are targeted at providing suitable spawning and rearing conditions for chinook salmon. Studies 
conducted in the FAHCE process determined that conditions in Almaden reservoir preclude 
managing for steelhead trout in the stream reaches downstream of the reservoir.  However, the 
settlement agreement has also identified several studies to be conducted as part of the first ten 
year implementation phase of the agreement. These studies are intended to investigate the 
feasibility of extending suitable steelhead habitat into Alamitos Creek. One of these studies will 
look at the feasibility (technical, biological, political and economic) of modifying or removing 
Almaden Reservoir. The goal of such a project would be to restore access to upper watershed 
areas and to restore the stream reach currently inundated by the reservoir. 
 
Under the terms of the Settlement Agreement the District will be obligated to make reservoir 
releases according to rule curves contained in Appendix E of the agreement. Properly 
functioning intake and outlet structures will be essential to meeting these requirements.  
 
In addition, the Settlement Agreement, allows District discretion to determine when during the 
10-year Phase I period the study will occur. The current strategy, contained in Appendix C of the 
Settlement Agreement, concentrates District financial and technical resources into in-stream 
habitat restoration activities designed to create the maximum biological benefit in stream reaches 
directly downstream of the reservoirs with suitable Steelhead habitat. Under the proposed 
schedule of implementation, the Almaden Dam feasibility study would occur in years 6-7 of the 
Settlement Agreement. 
 
At present, the District anticipates that 2-3 years of additional environmental review and 
permitting work is required to complete the Settlement Agreement and to dismiss the complaint 
still pending before the SWRCB. As a result, it is anticipated that the earliest that a feasibility 
study for removing or modifying Almaden Reservoir will be completed is 2011-2012.  
 

Guadalupe River Watershed Mercury TMDL Study  

The Guadalupe River and its tributaries (including Alamitos Creek and Almaden Reservoir), and 
San Francisco Bay are listed as impaired with levels under Section 303 (d) of the Clean Water 
Act based on fish tissue samples exceeding applicable standards for mercury. The Clean Water 
Act requires the San Francisco Bay Regional Water Quality Control Board (Regional Board) to 
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develop a plan to allocate mercury load source reductions for receiving waters.  A draft TMDL 
for San Francisco Bay, dated June 2000, calls for a 90 percent reduction in the amount of 
mercury entering San Francisco Bay from the Guadalupe River watershed.   

In March 2003, the SCVWD and the Regional Board entered into a Memorandum of 
Understanding (MOU) regarding the development of the TMDL for the Guadalupe River 
Watershed.  One of the first steps in the development of the TMDL will involve field studies in 
the Guadalupe system, including Alamitos Creek.  Following completion of the studies, load 
allocations and an implementation plan will be developed by the Regional Board, with the target 
date of April 2005 for submittal of the TMDL for the Guadalupe River Watershed to US EPA for 
approval pursuant to CWA section 303 (d). 

The relationship of the TMDL process to the Almaden Dam Program centers on the potential 
transport of mercury and mercury laden sediment from the reservoir to downstream reaches of 
Alamitos Creek. Until control measures for these sources are implemented, contaminated 
sediments entering the reservoir may be discharged through the outlet works.  Therefore, to 
protect downstream resources from increased mercury loading, the preferred design and 
performance of the outlet works was evaluated with the goal of no net increase of mercury and 
sediment discharge to downstream reaches following project completion.   

 
Potential Permitting Requirements 
 
In addition to regulatory oversight by DSOD, the Program may require permits from the U.S. 
Army Corps of Engineers, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, the National Marine Fisheries 
Service, the Regional Water Quality Control Board and the California Department of Fish and 
Game due to potential implementation-related effects in and around the program area. 
 
Although the Santa Clara County Department of Parks and Recreation and Mid-peninsula 
Regional Open Space District have no permitting responsibilities associated with the proposed 
program, the SCVWD will coordinate with these agencies to ensure safe public access to the 
surrounding open space area and trails in the program area during construction activities. 
 
Study Area Location and Setting 
 
The Almaden Dam and Reservoir are located adjacent to Almaden Road in the northern foothills 
of the Santa Cruz Mountains approximately 12 miles south of downtown San Jose, California. 
(see figure 4). 
 
Geology/Soils 
 
Almaden Reservoir is located in the northeastern slopes of the Santa Cruz Mountains. The 
bedrock geology at the dam is relatively complex consisting of strongly deformed marine 
sedimentary, igneous and metamorphic rocks of the Jurassic-Cretaceous age Franciscan 
Complex.  Rock formations in the hills surrounding the reservoir are prone to landslides and 
erosion and can contribute a significant amount of sediment into the reservoir.   
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There are twelve potentially active seismic sources within 30 miles of Almaden Dam that are 
considered significant.  The Monte Vista-Shannon fault, which is 25 miles long, is located three 
miles north of the dam. The San Andreas 1906 rupture fault, which is 292 miles long, is located 
six miles northwest of the dam. The Sargent fault, which is 33 miles long, is located four miles 
north of the dam.  Based on seismic analysis of the faults, the Monte Vista – Shannon fault has 
the greatest potential for strong shaking in the area. 
 
Hydrology/Water Quality 
 
Above Almaden Reservoir 
The Alamitos Creek subwatershed (including the Arroyo Calero subwatershed) comprises 
approximately 38 square miles.   The reservoir has a 12-square-mile drainage area of hilly terrain 
covered with grassland, chaparral, and oak woodland.  The upper tributaries of Alamitos Creek 
originate in the Santa Cruz Mountains at an elevation of around 3,800 feet and flow generally 
north and northeasterly and feed Almaden Reservoir through steep, largely undeveloped terrain, 
with narrow riparian corridors  
 
Below Almaden Reservoir 
Alamitos Creek downstream of the reservoir and its major tributary, Arroyo Calero (often 
referred to as Calero Creek), are located in the Almaden Valley.  Alamitos Creek was widened 
and levees were constructed from McKean Road downstream to its confluence with Guadalupe 
Creek in the late 1970s.  Currently Alamitos Creek is a perennial stream, with summertime flows 
maintained through releases from Almaden Reservoir.  Prior to construction of the dam, 
Alamitos Creek was likely ephemeral in its lower reaches.   From Almaden Reservoir, Alamitos 
Creek flows in a northerly direction to its confluence with Arroyo Calero.  Along this stretch, the 
stream gradient is moderately steep.  At the Arroyo Calero confluence, Alamitos Creek turns 
slightly more westward and continues along a moderately steep gradient to the point of 
confluence with Guadalupe Creek near Blossom Hill Road and Almaden Expressway in San 
Jose, where the resultant stream becomes known as the Guadalupe River.  Lake Almaden is 
located just above this confluence on Alamitos Creek.  A total of 10 named tributaries (excluding 
Arroyo Calero and its tributaries) feed Alamitos Creek. 
 
Reservoir Operations 
The reservoir is operated to release water to Alamitos Creek for groundwater recharge.  During 
the rainy season, the basin often produces more runoff than the reservoir can contain.  Excess 
runoff is directed to Calero Reservoir via the Almaden-Calero Canal.  
 
Biological Resources 
 
Almaden Reservoir is located adjacent to Almaden Quicksilver County Park.  The park area is 
dominated by oak woodlands, chaparral, grassland, and serpentine plant communities.  The 
creeks running to and from Almaden Reservoir are surrounded by riparian habitat.  The program 
vicinity contains oak woodland, riparian forest, open water habitat, freshwater wetlands and 
ruderal/non-native grasslands.  Riparian forests occur adjacent to freshwater reaches of 
watercourses, such as Alamitos Creek.  The riparian forest along the length of Alamitos Creek 
tends to be long and narrow.  The riparian habitat along the watercourses may include white 
alder (Alnus rhombifolia), blue elderberry (Sambucus mexicana), big-leaf maple (Acer 
macrophyllum), western sycamore (Platanus racemosa), and California buckeye (Aesculus 
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californicus).  A shrubby understory of native and non-native species, such as toyon 
(Heteromeles arbutifolia), Himalayan blackberry (Rubus discolor), California blackberry (R. 
ursinus) and poison oak (Toxicodendron diversilobum) may also be present or common.  The 
oak woodlands surrounding the reservoir support species such as coast live oak (Quercus 
agrifolia), valley oak (Q. lobata) and California laurel (Umbellularia californica). 
 
Riparian habitats and woodlands surrounding the program area provide habitat for many special 
status species, including white-tailed kite (Elanus leucuras), Cooper’s hawk (Accipiter cooperi), 
sharp-shinned hawk (A. striatus), California yellow warbler (Dendroica petechia brewsteri) and 
San Francisco dusky-footed woodrat (Neotoma fuscipes).  Riparian habitats also support 
common birds such as herons, mallards, wood ducks, hawks, kingfishers, woodpeckers, thrushes, 
warblers, finches and other passerine birds.  Common mammals that use riparian habitats include 
opossums, shrews, moles, bats, deer, mice, rats, squirrels, foxes and bobcats. 
 
Steelhead Trout (Oncorhynchus mykiss) is a federally listed species known to occur on Alamitos 
Creek, downstream of the reservoir. Other native fish found in the program vicinity include 
California roach (Hesperoleucus symmetricus), Sacramento sucker (Catostomus occidentalis), 
threespine stickleback (Gasterosteus aculeatus), prickly sculpin (Cottus asper) and riffle sculpin 
(Cottus gulosus) and non-native fish such as green sunfish (Lepomis cyanellus), largemouth bass 
(Micropterus salmoides) and mosquitofish (Gambusia affinis). 
 
Sparse ruderal/non-native grasslands can occasionally be found in areas devoid of riparian forest 
or scrub.  These non-native grasslands typically consist of wild oats (Avena fatua), ripgut brome 
(Bromus diandrus), soft chess (B. hordeaceus), Italian ryegrass (Lolium multiflorum), smilo 
grass (Piptatherum miliaceum), black mustard (Brassica nigra), wild raddish (Raphanus 
sativus), star thistle (Centaurea solstitialis), English plantain (Plantago lanceolata) and sweet 
fennel (Foeniculum vulgare).  Although these grassland areas are non-native and provide low-
quality habitat, many birds and mammals use this habitat.  
 
Recreation 
 
Almaden Dam and Reservoir are located adjacent to the Almaden Quicksilver County Park, 
which is operated by the Santa Clara County Department of Parks and Recreation and borders 
the reservoir on the northwest.  The Sierra Azul Open Space Preserve is adjacent to the reservoir 
on the west.  The preserve is managed by the Midpeninsula Regional Open Space District.  No 
recreational fishing, boating, or swimming is permitted in Almaden Reservoir.  Both the 
reservoir and dam are closed to the public. 
 
Possible Environmental Issues 
 
The resources for which potential adverse effects were identified include the following: 
 
• Biological Resources:  The proposed program could directly or indirectly affect special 

status species that have the potential to occur within the program area.  Some of these species 
may include Steelhead Trout, California Red Legged Frog, Western Pond Turtle and some 
migratory birds.  Program implementation could result in disturbance to habitat values and/or 
wetlands associated with the Almaden Reservoir and Alamitos Creek. 
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• Cultural Resources:  The program has the potential to impact archaeological resources, 

historic architectural features, and potentially undiscovered human remains. 
 
• Hazards/Hazardous Materials:  The program would involve the disturbance of reservoir 

sediments which are potentially contaminated with mercury. 
 
• Hydrology/Water Quality:  The program may alter existing streamflow and temperature 

patterns in Alamitos Creek downstream from Almaden Dam to Arroyo Calero.  There is 
potential for contaminated and/or uncontaminated sediments within the reservoir to be 
transmitted into Alamitos Creek following outlet works constrcution. 

 
• Noise: There may be a temporary increase in ambient noise conditions in the program 

vicinity associated with construction activities. 
 
 
 










