SUBJECT:  Comments on PEIR for City of San Diego Master Storm Water System Maintenance Program (MSWMP)

Dear Ms. Hermann,
Our task force and the Friends of 32nd Street Canyon formed in defense of flood control, water conservation and water quality improvement nine years ago. We take these issues very seriously and attempt to address them where they occur, using approaches that reconstitute natural systems, save energy, reduce greenhouse gas emissions and increase neighborhood resources.  

In those years, our offices have received several EIRs from the City of San Diego. Without exception, these EIRs – addressing brush management, sewer access, canyon sewer cleaning, water pipelines, etc. – all perpetrate the very environmental degradation our volunteers work so hard to redress. The programs initiated by these EIRs as well as inadequate restrictions on development have resulted in unabated erosion. Not surprisingly, the ensuing sedimentation downstream now necessitates redressing. That is what we’ve been telling City decision makers since 2001. However, we never envisioned redressing in the form of an additional PEIR for the Master Storm Water System Maintenance Program (Program), one-treatment-fits-all dredging of 50 miles, over a twenty-year period.
Our labors and investigations in support of coastal canyon health and safety demonstrate that, whereas the goals of the Master Storm Water System Maintenance Program (Program) may be necessary, its potential impacts on riparian and aquatic wildlife, watershed functioning, downstream wetlands, water quality, flood risk and neighborhood blight are inadequately addressed in the draft PEIR. To meet the minimum requirements of the California Environmental Quality Act, the PEIR must identify workable alternatives to avoid impacts, minimize unavoidable impacts, and fully mitigate the remaining impacts.  
The impacted waterways are our native creeks and streams.

Yes, they are rendered battered, buried, concrete-lined and pestilent by mismanagement, but they nevertheless remain the gravitational connections between land and sea.  The Program proposes programmatic dredging of waterways that have – helped along by poor stewardship – been converted from beautiful, functioning streams into storm channels that the residents of, for example, South Crest experience as dangerous, dirty eyesores. Our neighborhood waterway in Golden Hill used to be a dangerous, dirty eyesore too. Like the channel in South Crest, it was clogged with arundo, sofas, tires, mattresses, and trash. It housed homeless and drug encampments and even prostitutes. It caught fire and it was unsafe. Only six years later, at an expense of less than $400,000, it has none of these problems. 
32nd Street Canyon represents an example of achievable, affordable sediment abatement that also serves many other worthy moneysaving objectives.
Golden Hill neighbors, school children and wildlife enjoy lush wetland vegetation and a functional stream, only impeded by persisting erosion in areas the City has made off limits to restoration. South Crest should get its stream restored too, but the proposed Program subverts the goals of the Chollas Creek Enhancement Plan, robbing mostly underserved neighborhoods of the environmental and quality-of-life benefits associated with increased habitat and functioning streams. Being within the Chollas Creek drainage, we are acutely aware of the many opportunities for mitigation right here, yet the PEIR does not include mitigation in the Pueblo San Diego Hydrological Unit, again condemning underserved communities to repeated cycles of blight and robbing them of environmental resources. All MSWMP mitigation should occur in the affected watershed, including the Pueblo San Diego Hydrological Unit.
Why, in an epoch illuminated by irrefutable evidence 
of hardscape and deforestation’s calamitous consequences, 
does the City of San Diego persist in destructive approaches 
that decrease habitat, damage marine resources and blight our communities?
Embarking on a very costly twenty-year dredging program absent an aggressive component for stemming upstream erosion is the height of irresponsibility. Poor stewardship by several City departments continues to contribute to and/or cause gullying, flooding, headcutting and massive sediment dislodgement. Meanwhile, the City disallows the kinds of wetland restoration which might prevent this from happening, and allows development and practices that contribute to the erosion, speeding sediment downstream. Storm drain outfalls, the City’s largely unaddressed sewer access path damages and poorly executed brush management deliver increasing amounts of sedimentation during each storm. Watching one canyon closely, we witnessed as much as 10 cubic yards wash away below a single outfall during a single storm. Meanwhile, City staff discourage volunteer groups from restoring canyon floors due to MWWD issues and because the City is “saving” these quickly deteriorating wetlands for some unscheduled future possibility of mitigation. Watershed Management Plans are critically required. Please include an upstream erosion abatement element in the PEIR to prove a commitment to stemming upstream erosion.
Avoidance is the prime objective of the 404 permitting process, but where is the commitment to proven alternatives? Some conveyances may require total clearance to avoid flooding important improvements.  But the PEIR does not identify the many areas where more environmentally benign alternatives are appropriate. Rather it wholly dismisses flood avoidance alternatives that would improve stormwater retention within watersheds, such as a) LID implementation within developments or retooling already developed communities such as ours with LID retrofits, particularly in proximity to canyon storm water outfalls, b) installing check dams and revegetating canyons with dense wetland vegetation, c) removing concrete and restoring natural streams, engineered to manage storm flows, d) additional streams or channels, e) retention basins,  f) widening flood conveyances so more vegetation can be retained and g) relocating development out of flood prone areas. We urge that the City make enforceable commitments to constructing alternative flood management measures in the watersheds for which permits are given and that the City also commit to reverting to more modest, environmentally benign reduction of vegetation in constructed channels and none in most natural streams.  
By dealing programmatically with storm channels, the Program ends up treating all storm channels the same – dredging, which is deleterious to habitat, is “high impact development” and represents a drawback to water quality objectives. Many storm channels present opportunities to deal with sediment build up alternatively. We ask that the locations where alternatives might work be identified. 
PEIR provisions (and staff) have entirely glossed over access impacts. Experience teaches that access is outrageously destructive and always results in erosion. New impacts that occur during access should be incorporated into the total acreage impacts, together with the channel acreage. Further, these damaged areas must be restored, not by hydroseeding and walking away, but with results that guarantee recovered biomass. The City’s sewer access path revegetation – at least in Golden Hill – is a good example of an enormous waste of money. (For $600,000 and 6 years, we have 4 scrawny plants. Come see the revegetation that DSD signed off on.)  In the PEIR, please commit to restoration protocols for access impacts, which include a 5-year monitoring plan with 90% survival and less than 5% weeds. Further, the protocols must include transparent year to year reporting and decision-making that incorporates adaptive management of the restoration.
The MSCP consistency evaluation is alarmingly inadequate. Even though storm channel maintenance is an allowed use under the MSCP, the projects will certainly greatly disturb wildlife corridors. The draft PEIR does not include comprehensive restoration criteria as it supposed to, nor cost/benefit analysis. Please explain why defense of the MSCP is so outrageously inadequate. The program must be revised to diminish the conflict with the MSCP, and comprehensive restoration criteria included.
The storm channels are what Mayor Murphy called “pollution superhighways.”
To comply with the Clean Water Act, the Program should quantify impacts to beneficial uses and anticipated increases in pollutants of concern, as well as state how these impacts and increases will be addressed. It is irrefutable that vegetation and the soil around its roots trap and break down large amounts of contaminants. Dredging will put the pollution back in the fast lane, by removing the soil and vegetation that presently keep contaminants, metals, hydrocarbons and nutrients in check. More pollution will move downsteam to our receiving waters, subject to Total Maximum Daily Load (TMDL) restrictions. The draft PEIR does not quantify the inevitable increase in pollution, nor identify mitigation measures to offset those increases. Please address the cumulative water quality impacts and include separate water quality improvement projects to offset those impacts. In lined channels, partial removal of vegetation and soil might be necessary, but leaving an engineering portion to absorb contaminants should be analyzed. Please include the program-level analysis to support such an approach among the alternatives.  
What about downstream flood risk? Clearing the channels will certainly speed and increase the flow?  The permit does not provide any information about the likelihood of the project increasing flood risk and possibly requiring additional channelization in the lower reaches of some of the watersheds. The PEIR is minus the needed water carrying capacity of each channel.  

Requests for relocating flood-prone development have been dismissed as prohibitive. Please include a cost/benefit analysis that includes ecosystem services lost by the removal of habitat (i.e. the in-perpetuity costs of addressing increased water and air pollution, energy depletion, urban heat islands, blight, crime, marine damage, infectious disease, etc. See Preamble of attached Canyon Policy Portfolio, which describes methodology for calculating ecosystem services.)
Our experience with arundo removal in 32nd Street Canyon – widely regarded as much more effective that traditional City practices – indicates that a more strategic, careful approach should be spelled out in the PEIR. Otherwise, the City risks increasing arundo infestations, as it always has before.

Twenty years is a long time. Extra layers of public review are an exigency. We suggest that the public review process occur yearly, in response to and before cleaning projects planned for that year, in communities where the cleaning projects will take place. Affected communities and groups should have an opportunity to review and comment upon documents describing the justification for cleaning, the cleaning locations, hydrology, methods, access, and environmental impacts, as well as proposed methods for addressing and mitigating those impacts. This opportunity should occur during at least a 30-day period. Moreover, there should be a provision for responding to community and group concerns, as well as for adaptive management of the program itself. Where some or all of the proposed clearance is required for public safety please issue permits valid for two or three years only.
This project has significant and broad environmental, water quality, flood control, and visual impacts, many aspects of which are poorly defined in the Public Notice. The 404 permit is being processed before any CEQA hearings are available. The two public hearings were tightly controlled, not forums for public input. The scope of this PEIR requires open public meetings in all affected communities.
Thank you for this opportunity to comment upon another PEIR. Please take all measures to prevent it from being as destructive and costly as practices precipitating from previous EIRs, as described.

Sincerely yours,

