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The $24.5 billion twin tunnels plan might not give state officials the flexibility they so desperately want to more
efficiently move water to far-flung portions of the state.

And the hope that restoring large tracts of wetland habitat in the Delta will help certain fish appears to be
"overly optimistic," a team of outside experts has concluded.

The team's report, released Thursday, is not a broad review of the entire Bay Delta Conservation Plan. Nor is it
a condemnation of the plan.

"We make no judgment on whether the BDCP is a good idea or a bad idea," said panel Chairman Jeff Mount, a
rivers consultant and geology professor at the University of California, Davis. "We are absolutely scientifically
agnostic about that, and we tried very hard to be fair in that regard."

The report does raise questions, however, about some of the basic purported benefits of the controversial plan -
such as improving the reliability of California's water supply and helping endangered fish. It also strongly
criticizes a proposal for how the tunnels would be managed and operated once they're built.

Not all of the findings are negative. The group agrees with plan proponents that taking water through the
tunnels would reduce the slaughter of fish that are often sucked into the existing water export pumps near
Tracy. Models show the benefits to be so great that if the system had been in place over the past decade,
populations of native fish such as the Delta smelt might never have crashed to begin with, Mount said.

However, there is no certainty that the project will actually be operated as the models predict it will be.

"Modeling fails to account for human beings," Mount said.

The study was conducted for two environmental groups, The Nature Conservancy and American Rivers. It was
funded by the S.D. Bechtel Jr. Foundation, whose founder is the retired chairman of the Bechtel Group, a global
engineering and construction firm. Mount said the foundation had no involvement in shaping the report.

Among the panel's findings:

» Building the tunnels would allow officials to take water from the Sacramento River in the north, as well as
from the existing pumps in the south. In theory, this would help the state take a bigger gulp during wet years,
when lots of water is available.

But the team found that legal constraints on how upstream reservoirs are operated "severely limits" this
flexibility. Water exports might increase to a "modest" degree during wet years, but the plan "does not
significantly reduce pressure on the Delta during drier periods."

» The new water intakes along the Sacramento could attract predators looking to gobble up the very fish the
plan is supposed to protect, among other potential side effects. Plans to deal with such issues at the new intakes
are "uncertain."

» The plan changes flows in the Delta in a way that could result in "substantial improvement" for the
beleaguered Delta smelt, provided the tunnels are operated in a manner consistent with the models - a point on
which the report expresses some skepticism.



» Part of the tunnels plan includes converting farms in the Delta to wetlands in an effort to partially re-create
conditions that existed before the estuary was drained and diked in the 19th century. In theory, wetlands would
provide more food and space for fish populations to grow.

But the panel finds restoration might only create a "modest" amount of food for smelt.

The team said it is "cautiously optimistic" about the restoration potential in Cache Slough, an area already used
by smelt, but other proposed restoration areas either offer uncertain benefits or are too far away from fish
populations to offer much cause for hope.

» The water agencies and users that would be granted 50-year permits to take water through the Delta would
have "unusual" authority to make decisions about how the tunnels are operated, including veto power over
proposed changes by wildlife agencies, the panel found.

Richard Stapler, a spokesman for the California Resources Agency, said the outside review was "appreciated"
but noted it was based on a draft version of the tunnels plan released last spring. Changes have already been
made to address earlier comments made by government agencies, he said.

Habitat restoration efforts are already underway on Cache Slough, the area identified by the panel as potentially
having some promise, Stapler said.

And as for how the tunnels are operated, he said he expects the formal draft plan, scheduled to be released this
fall, "will show substantial progress in this area."


