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January 30, 2013 

 
VIA ELECTRONIC MAIL:  cabipubcom@blm.gov 
 
Mr. Collin Reinhardt, Project Manager 
Casa Diablo IV Geothermal Development Project 
U.S. Bureau of Land Management, Bishop Field Office 
351 Pacu Lane, Suite 100 
Bishop, California 93514 
 
 Re: Mammoth Community Water District Comments on Casa Diablo IV Geothermal  
  Development Project Draft EIS/EIR 
   
Dear Mr. Reinhardt: 
 
 The Mammoth Community Water District (MCWD) submits the following preliminary 
comments on the Casa Diablo IV Geothermal Development Project (Project) Draft EIS/EIR (Draft 
EIS/EIR).  As you are aware, MCWD requested an extension for submitting its comments in order to 
fully evaluate the Project’s potential environmental impacts.  The Great Basin Unified Air Pollution 
Control District (GBUAPCD), the lead agency for compliance with the California Environmental 
Quality Act (CEQA), confirmed that it will extend its comment period for MCWD until February 20, 
2013.  The U.S. Bureau of Land Management (BLM), however, has declined to provide such an 
extension to MCWD, stating that it will consider comments that are provided by MCWD after the 
January 30, 2013 deadline “to the extent practicable.”  BLM’s refusal to extend MCWD’s comment 
period is disappointing in view of the fact that BLM has not yet provided MCWD with additional 
information about the Project pursuant to MCWD’s Public Records Act/Freedom of Information Act 
request dated January 11, 2013.  (BLM did provide a 36-page technical peer review report evaluating 
the model used to analyze some of the Project’s impacts to MCWD only yesterday afternoon, the day 
before the comment deadline.)  MCWD will provide supplemental comments as soon as it receives, 
and completes its review of, the additional information requested from BLM and ORNI 50 LLC, the 
Project proponent.  MCWD appreciates the opportunity to submit these comments, and greatly 
appreciates GBUAPCD’s cooperation in extending its comment period under CEQA. 
 

MCWD provides the Town of Mammoth Lakes and surrounding areas with safe, reliable and 
affordable municipal water supply, wastewater collection and treatment, and recycled water supply 
services.  MCWD’s primary areas of concern regarding the Draft EIS/EIR involve the Project’s 
potential impacts to regional hydrology and groundwater resources.  MCWD believes the Draft 
EIS/EIR is inadequate because it lacks critical information necessary to form proper conclusions 
regarding the Project’s potential impacts.  Simply put, there is no substantial evidence in the Draft 
EIS/EIR and its appendices to support the significance conclusions pertaining to potential impacts on 
the resources of concern to MCWD.  This assessment is based on the review of the Draft EIS/EIR 
conducted by MCWD staff and its hydrogeology consultants, Mark Wildermuth and Wenbin Wang 
of Wildermuth Environmental Inc. and Ken Schmidt of Kenneth D. Schmidt and Associates.  Mr. 
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Wildermuth’s, Mr. Wang’s and Mr. Schmidt’s comments are attached to this letter and are 
incorporated herein as part of MCWD’s comments.  Their resumes also are attached for your review. 
 
I. Why MCWD Is Concerned about the Project 

MCWD uses a combination of surface water and groundwater to meet water demands within 
its service area.  Surface water supply is provided for under two licenses (Licenses 5713 and 12593) 
and one permit (Permit 17332) issued by the State Water Resources Control Board (SWRCB).  
Pursuant to these appropriative rights, MCWD diverts and stores water at Lake Mary, tributary to 
Mammoth Creek thence Hot Creek thence Owens River.  Such diversions are subject to certain 
streamflow requirements measured at two compliance points along Mammoth Creek below Lake 
Mary and before the Creek’s confluence with Hot Creek.  MCWD also maintains nine groundwater 
production wells in and around the Mammoth Lakes community which contribute to the municipal 
water supply system.  MCWD’s annual report on the results of its groundwater monitoring program 
for October 2011 through September 2012, which more particularly describes MCWD’s production 
and monitoring wells and their locations, is available for your information and review at 
http://www.mcwd.dst.ca.us/ProjectsReports/SchmidtReports/Schmidt%20GW2012.pdf. MCWD will 
provide you with a hard copy of this report under separate cover. 

 
As noted in the Draft EIS/EIR, the Project will include construction of a new 33-megawatt 

(MW) binary geothermal power plant, up to 16 wells for production and reinjection, and associated 
pipelines and ancillary facilities.  (Draft EIS/EIR, p. 2-3.)  The Project is expected to result in 
increases in the extraction and reinjection of a large volume of geothermal brine from the deep layers 
of the Mammoth Groundwater Basin.  Such increased levels of pumping and reinjection, in various 
areas of the aquifer, has the potential to cause negative impacts resulting from changes in hydraulic 
head between upper and lower aquifer layers.  This, in turn, could cause changes in the surface water 
hydrology of Mammoth Creek affecting MCWD’s ability to divert its surface water supply due to the 
state-mandated streamflow requirements.  This also could cause changes in water quality and water 
supply availability to MCWD’s production wells, which operate in the upper (approximately 700 
feet) layers of the groundwater aquifer.  Because these wells form a critical part of the current and 
long-term water supply for the Mammoth Lakes community, MCWD is deeply concerned about the 
Project’s potential impacts to the region’s hydrology and groundwater resources, and in particular to 
its production wells. 

 
II. MCWD’s Overall Comments 

(A) The Draft EIS/EIR Is Inadequate Because It Lacks Critical Information Necessary to 
Form Proper Conclusions Regarding the Project’s Potential Impacts to Groundwater 
Resources 

The discussion contained in Chapter 4.7 (Environmental Consequences - Geothermal and 
Groundwater Resources) and Appendix D (Geologic and Geothermal Resources Technical Report) of 
the Draft EIS/EIR does not provide sufficient details to enable MCWD to consider the Project’s 
potential impacts to groundwater resources.   

 
For example, the Draft EIS/EIR concludes that the cold groundwater aquifers in the 

Mammoth Groundwater Basin are separated from the deeper, hotter geothermal system by 
impermeable geologic units, and that geothermal production from the proposed Project is not 
expected to adversely affect the water quality of the shallow groundwater system.  (Draft EIS/EIR, 
pp. 3.7-14 to 3.7-18; App. D, pp. D-25 to D-27.)  As Mr. Wildermuth and Mr. Wang discuss in their 
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letter, this conclusion appears to have been utilized as an assumption in developing the geothermal 
reservoir simulation model used to evaluate the Project’s impacts on geothermal and groundwater 
resources. However, there is insufficient information in both the Draft EIS/EIR and Appendix D to 
allow MCWD and other public stakeholders to evaluate the validity and scientific appropriateness of 
that model.  (See Wildermuth Letter, p. 2.)  Mr. Schmidt also points out in his comment letter that 
this conclusion is based on very limited data of little value.  (See Schmidt Letter, pp. 1-2.) 

 
In addition, as described in Mr. Schmidt’s letter, the Draft EIS/EIR does not include 

subsurface geologic cross-sections of the Mammoth Groundwater Basin extending both through the 
western part of the Project’s proposed geothermal well field and the MCWD production wells closest 
to the Project.  Such cross-sections are necessary to show the water production zones tapped by 
MCWD’s wells, the cold groundwater at the proposed well field, the geothermal zone to be tapped in 
the proposed well field, and the geothermal zone closer to MCWD’s production wells. (See Schmidt 
Letter, p. 1.)  Although a subsurface cross-section is presented on page 3.7-16 (Affected 
Environment – Geothermal and Groundwater Resources), it does not clearly show the claimed 
separation between the groundwater tapped by MCWD’s wells and the proposed geothermal well 
field.  (See Draft EIS/EIR, p. 3.7-14.)   

 
Mr. Wildermuth and Mr. Wang also discuss in their letter the inadequacy of Appendix D. For 

example, they state that the conceptual model description of the geothermal reservoir simulation 
model was a conceptual model in name only and would not pass for a conceptual model description 
required for the development and application of a numerical model.  (See Wildermuth Letter, p. 4.)  
This is because such description contains no hydrostratigraphic sections and includes only a 
speculative and incomplete discussion of recharge and discharge components based on previous 
reports with no quantitative assessment of such components.  (Id.)  The absence of such discussions 
in Appendix D deprives MCWD of the ability to meaningfully evaluate the soundness of the 
geothermal reservoir simulation model and the quality of the resulting analysis of the Project’s 
potential impacts in the Draft EIS/EIR. 

 
(B) The Draft EIS/EIR Makes Unreliable Conclusions Regarding the Project’s Potential 

Impacts to Groundwater Resources  

The Draft EIS/EIR states that operation of the proposed Project alternative “is anticipated to 
have little to no effect on the availability and quality of groundwater resources used for drinking 
water supply.”  (Draft EIS/EIR, p. 4.7-10, underlining added.)  It also states that “the combined 
impact of operation and maintenance of the Project  . . . is unlikely to cause an adverse cumulative 
effect with respect to geothermal and groundwater resources.”  (Id., p. 7.7-16, underlining added.)  
The Draft EIS/EIR goes on to conclude that, because the groundwater aquifer used for drinking water 
supplies is physically separate from the underlying hot geothermal reservoir, the production and 
injection of geothermal fluid would not substantially affect the availability or quality of the 
groundwater supplies, and that such impact would therefore be less than significant.  (Id., p. 7.7-13.)  
Similarly, “increasing geothermal fluid production in the geothermal reservoir is not anticipated to 
cause noticeable impacts to springs, surface waters, and other hydrologic surface features . . . . [and] 
[p]otential impacts would be less than significant.” (Id., at p. 7.7-14.) 

 
However, as noted in Mr. Wildermuth’s and Mr. Wang’s letter, the above-referenced analysis 

does not take into account the numerous active faults and ruptures in the northwest-southeast 
alignment of the Mammoth Lakes-Casa Diablo-Hot Creek areas, as shown in figure 5 of Appendix 
D.  (App. D, p. D-62.)  The possibility that these faults may connect the deep geothermal water 
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system and shallow cold groundwater system is not sufficiently addressed in either the Draft EIS/EIR 
or Appendix D.  Moreover, given the lack of scientific data provided in Appendix D, it is unclear 
how such potential connection affects the application of the simulation model used to analyze the 
Project’s impacts on groundwater resources.  

 
In his comment letter, Mr. Schmidt states: 
 
“There is a significant lack of data on the nature of the geologic materials below the 
bottoms of wells in the District well field.  Thus there appear to be only three data 
points to indicate the supposed separation between the cold groundwater and the 
geothermal water in the Mammoth Lakes area.  Such few data points do not support a 
widespread separation.  Part of the logic used in the [Draft EIS/EIR] is that there was 
no impact on cold water due to the historical geothermal project, so thus there will be 
none due to the proposed project.  However, a major difference is that in the Casa 
Diablo area, geothermal water is moving upward toward the cold water.  In contrast, 
in and near the District well field, a downward flow of cold groundwater to the 
geothermal water is indicated.  One concern of the District is that some of the cold 
water now available to District wells, other wells, and to springs may be diminished.  
The [Draft EIS/EIR] indicates that there was cold groundwater inflow induced by 
pumpage of geothermal water for the historical project.  Accordingly, the very limited 
data and information in the [Draft EIS/EIR] do not support the conclusion that there 
is a widespread separation between the cold water and the geothermal water in the 
vicinity of the District supply wells.” 
 
(Schmidt Letter, p. 2.) 
  
The Draft EIS/EIR concludes that the operation and maintenance of the Project will not result 

in a significant impact on groundwater resources.  However, as explained above, there is insufficient 
empirical or experimental data and explanatory information to support such a conclusion.  The lack 
of such data suggests either that adequate information has not yet been developed to render definite 
significance determinations regarding the Project’s impacts, or that even with such data, there is 
insufficient supporting evidence to conclude with certainty that the shallow cold groundwater system 
is separated from the deep geothermal water system.  In either case, the Draft EIS/EIR affords 
MCWD no basis for analyzing the evidence used to support such a conclusion.  Requiring MCWD to 
simply rely on the conclusions or opinions stated in the Draft EIS/EIR without assessing the 
adequacy of the methods and information used to arrive at such conclusions or opinions contravenes 
the spirit of public comment and review process included in CEQA and the National Environmental 
Policy Act (NEPA). 

 
III. MCWD’s Specific Comments 

In addition to the overall comments expressed above, MCWD provides the following specific 
comments for your consideration: 

 
Comment 

No. Page(s) COMMENTS 

1 ES-1           The Background and Project Overview should indicate which entity, if any, will be 
utilizing the power to be generated by the proposed Project for its state-mandated 
renewable portfolio standard (RPS) targets.  This information is important in light of the 
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quantification of Project benefits under the greenhouse gas (GHG) reduction tonnage and 
relates to the receiving entity’s existing generation portfolio GHG emissions averages. 

2 ES-1, 2           Numerous references in the Draft EIS/EIR are made to the Project being 
decommissioned in 30 years.  The Draft EIS/EIR should provide specific assurances (for 
example, by briefly describing lease terms) supporting such an assertion. MCWD has 
observed that the trend for the Casa Diablo complex and other geothermal production 
projects has been towards extended service life through redeveloping wells, replacing 
power generation units, etc.  If the Project reasonably is expected to operate beyond 30 
years, then such operation is a potentially significant consideration for areas of potential 
impacts.  Such areas range from wildlife and vegetation to regional groundwater impacts, 
including the sustainable (as opposed to relatively transient) benefits of any claimed 
GHG emission offsets.  The Draft EIS/EIR should cite to adequate legal and regulatory 
bases for the assumption of such decommissioning.  In addition, the impacts analysis 
(including cumulative impacts analysis) should be updated to reflect comparisons based 
on the 30-year presumed Project life versus an effectively perpetual Project life, 
assuming future facility replacements and upgrades. 

3 ES-3, 5 

 

          The Draft EIS/EIR states that the proposed Project will have a parasitic load of 22 
percent, with proportional reductions in GHG emissions relative to the quantity and use 
of the geothermal resource to meet the net production target of 33 MW.  This value 
seems highly uncertain given that it depends on numerous factors, including the pumping 
depths of the production wells and injection pressures for reinjection wells. Other 
sections of the Draft EIS/EIR note the need for up to 16 new wells, each for either of 
these uses.  It is unclear how the parasitic load, a key factor of overall system efficiency, 
can be determined when the well sites have ground elevation differences of up to 300 
feet.  Such differences may impact the net pumping lift or injection pressures, and related 
parasitic power loads and net power generation. 

4 ES-4 

 

          The need for up to 18 well locations to generate the same power currently being 
generated with just two production wells and two injection wells (approximately 30 MW) 
must be clarified. The fact that the Project needs to develop and test so many well sites in 
order to achieve the targeted power production levels indicates a high degree of 
uncertainty, contrary to the high level of certainty in below ground conditions implied in 
numerous areas of the Draft EIS/EIR.  

5 ES-4 

 

          The range of Project alternatives is neither reasonable nor adequate.  When the 
proposed Project alternative is reviewed in the context of the entire existing Casa Diablo 
power generation complex, at least one alternative should consider upgrades to existing 
facilities (for example, the pending MP-1 plant replacement project, which would 
increase net power generation without any proportional use of geothermal resources).  
The Draft EIS/EIR’s failure to consider the entire power plant complex, including those 
not owned by ORNI 50 LLC or Ormat Nevada Inc., treats what essentiality is a single 
geothermal power production system as separate units.  Such “piece-mealing” is 
prohibited under NEPA and CEQA. 

          Existing and future geothermal plants feed into the same grid, use the same 
geothermal resources, and must be managed in a coordinated fashion to prevent 
conflicting operations within the common geothermal reservoir system.  Such factors 
support the need to analyze any proposed improvements, including the construction, 
operation and maintenance of additional geothermal plants, production and injection 
wells and ancillary facilities, as a single project and not a series of individual projects.  
Moreover, the cumulative impacts of such projects should be explored and sufficiently 
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analyzed. 

          One other potential alternative should consider how the proposed well sites and 
pipelines could be phased and developed to achieve the target 33-MW production.  
Constructing the fewest number of wells (i.e., closest to the number of wells currently 
operated by the Casa Diablo power generation complex) should be a common objective 
shared by the Project alternatives described in the Draft EIS/EIR, as this minimizes the 
Project’s potential impacts and risks to various resources, including the region’s 
groundwater systems.  This type of phasing approach is neither described nor required by 
any of the Project alternatives, but is essential to accomplish CEQA’s objective of 
presenting alternatives capable of substantially lessening or avoiding the Project’s 
significant effects.  

6 ES-8           The Project’s stated benefit of displacing over 89,000 metric tons of CO2e per year 
for the 30-year life of the Project is not substantiated with any specific existing power 
generation portfolio mix being substituted by the Project.  The Draft EIS/EIR should list 
the assumptions behind the projected CO2e offsets. 

          The Project’s GHG and hydrologic analyses do not include any consideration of 
projected climate change impacts to regional hydrology and the stated recharge sources 
for the geothermal reservoir.  The State of California’s and other model projections show 
significant impacts to the Sierra’s hydrology within the Project area’s watersheds, both 
within the Mammoth Creek basin and the Dry Creek Basin (the stated primary source of 
recharge to the geothermal reservoir).  The Draft EIS/EIR should consider the potential 
changes to the assumed recharge area watershed hydrology in the next 20 to 50 years, as 
such changes directly impact the modeled and projected long-term conditions of the 
geothermal reservoir and any linked hydrologic systems. 

7 1-1, 2 

2-44 

          The Draft EIS/EIR states that the Project will be “decommissioned.”  It therefore 
should describe and assess the activities involved in such decommissioning.  For 
example, would it include the demolition, removal or restoration of pipeline areas, the 
demolition and removal of power generation stations, and the abandonment of wells?  
Although section 2.2.8 (Project Decommissioning) of the Draft EIS/EIR implies that 
such activities will be required, it is ambiguous.  If some or none of these activities are 
implicated, then the Draft EIS/EIR should clearly describe what is meant by 
“decommissioning” the Project.   

8 1-4 

 

          The description of existing geothermal facilities indicates that the Project is being 
evaluated in a “piece-meal” fashion, which is prohibited under NEPA and CEQA, rather 
than at a proper level that reflects the practical factors linking several projects that are 
individually evaluated and permitted. These factors include the geographic proximity of 
power generation stations with common features, common use of the existing pipelines 
for conveying extraction and injection flows, a common geothermal reservoir source 
used by all of the power generation plants, and a common private utility grid system  into 
which such geothermal power is being fed. 

9 2-2           The Draft EIS/EIR does not provide a reasonable range of alternatives because it 
does not include either a power production level-based alternative or, as previously 
described in Comment No. 5, an alternative involving geographically-based phasing and 
development.  Moreover, the Draft EIS/EIR does not provide a clear basis for the 33-
MW power production target.  For example, it does not explain whether this target is the 
minimally commercially viable project, or the estimated maximum that can be sustained 
by the geothermal resource based on current knowledge. 

          The Draft EIS/EIR also does not address the question of what the forecasted 
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capacity of the common geothermal resource area is.  The Project’s allowance of up to 16 
new wells indicates that if the potential power production of the Project exceeds the 33-
MW target, no consideration is given to the incentives of expanding current facilities as 
well as building expanded new facilities.  Under federal land use policy, renewable 
energy development and its associated benefits are highly valued.  Therefore, it would be 
appropriate for the Draft EIS/EIR to consider a larger system (for example, a 60-MW 
system) capable of providing those benefits. 

10 2-4 

 

          Project Alternative 1 describes the Project’s gross and net power generation and 
sources of parasitic loads (such as well pumps).  However, given that the number and 
location of the proposed wells have not yet been finalized, the basis of such parasitic load 
calculations and resulting statements regarding gross and net power generation are 
unclear. 

          In addition, the need for a third pipeline could be avoided if the existing pipeline, 
which is used to convey extracted water to the power plants from existing well sites, 
were replaced with a single larger pipe that can handle total anticipated future flows.  If 
such an alternative is considered, the final pipeline corridor would be narrower than a 
three-pipeline corridor and accordingly would have fewer impacts to surface features.  
The option of replacing an existing pipe should be evaluated as part of Project 
Alternative 3, which focuses on “modified pipeline alternatives” and appears to include 
only very minor changes to some localized pipe segments of specific wells. 

          The approach of “six new wells per year” of the Draft EIS/EIR, which starts from 
the western-most end of the Project area, seems likely to ensure maximum Project 
impacts to surface areas.  To minimize such impacts, a phased development of wells 
from the southeast to the northwest boundaries of the Project area should be considered 
and analyzed. 

11 2-8           The description of the Project’s construction and phasing in section 2.2.2 of the 
Draft EIS/EIR is inadequate and ambiguous.  The phasing of the power plant, pipelines 
and wells are all linked and should be described in greater detail.  Moreover, a discussion 
as to whether all 10 available well sites would be developed through full pump testing 
before any is taken to the production phase should be included.  A description of how the 
phased construction of the pipelines ties to the phased construction of the wells also 
should be included. 

12 2-15           Additional information regarding the need for 18 well sites and up to 16 final 
production wells should be provided, especially in light of the fact that the existing power 
plants already produce approximately 30 MW with only two production wells.  The need 
for up to 18 well sites indicates a high degree of uncertainty regarding the below ground 
conditions and behavior/features of the geothermal reservoir, which conflicts with the 
high degree of certainty implied in conclusions contained in the Draft EIS/EIR  regarding 
impacts to upper aquifer areas used for community water supply. 

13 2-22           Section 2.2.4.5 of the Draft EIS/EIR does not clearly describe when a well would 
be developed further; i.e., from testing conditions to permanent production conditions.  
The phasing of these activities, relative to the 18 well sites, is fundamental to the 
resulting potential long-term surface impacts and relative risks to linked hydrologic 
systems, as noted earlier. 

          Section 2.2.4.5 also should include specific requirements for coordinated 
monitoring during all phases of well development and testing to verify any impacts to 
shallow groundwater systems and the community water supply. 



 

8 
200/L013013kcg (comment letter) 

Comment 
No. Page(s) COMMENTS 

14 2-28           The description of the pipeline and construction description contained in section 
2.2.5 of the Draft EIS/EIR is inadequate in terms of the level of certainty provided 
concerning the geographic extent and sizing of the pipelines and public safety 
considerations with a high pressure, high temperature fluid system located in open public 
land.  The pipelines’ total length, stated at 5.7 miles for the injection line and 9.2 miles 
total, is dependent on the number and location of the 18 available well sites.  The Draft 
EIS/EIR does not explain why the pipes need to be constructed at the stated lengths; there 
is no basis provided for the pipelines needing to be this long, with resulting corridor 
impact areas.  Moreover, the Draft EIS/EIR does not substantiate that the pipelines will 
be built in a manner linked to phased well development in order to minimize the project 
area needed for the 33-MW power production target.  Instead, since a pipeline will, 
practically speaking, be built only once, it is not clear what the basis is for the sizing of 
the lines if they are built before it is known exactly how many, and what locations, are 
needed to support the 33-MW power production target.  

          The Draft EIS/EIR also does not take into account the hazards presented by the 
pipelines that would convey water from the production wells.  These pipelines will be 
carrying water at extremely high pressure and temperature, and would be located above 
the ground except in certain road crossing areas.  Access to these pipelines appears to be 
unrestricted, especially since they are located in areas of high recreational use.  In the 
event of a pipeline failure, acts of vandalism or other unanticipated events, any potential 
harm to any person near the pipeline break would be significant.  The Draft EIS/EIR 
should include mitigation measures to reduce these risks. 

15 2-45           The Project design measures described in section 2.2.9 of the Draft EIS/EIR are 
inadequate.  At minimum, these measures should include a series of dedicated 
monitoring wells located between the geothermal operations and the community’s 
groundwater aquifer to ensure that there will be no significant impacts to the community 
water supply as the Project is developed.  The monitoring data must be provided to 
MCWD.  The Project also should include requirements for a more carefully defined 
phased construction of the wells and the pipelines to minimize the Project’s 
environmental footprint. 

16 2-52           The mitigation measures described in section 2.2.10 of the Draft EIS/EIR are 
inadequate.  At minimum, these mitigation measures should include specific phasing 
requirements and long-term monitoring wells to ensure that the Project will not have any 
significant impacts to groundwater resources.  MCWD must have access to such 
monitoring data. 

17 2-58           The proposed mitigation measure to address climate change impacts (GHG-1) is 
inadequate.  The Draft EIS/EIR does not consider any documented climate change 
impacts to the geothermal reservoir over the course of the Project’s life.  The State of 
California’s climate modeling indicates a reduction in snowpack water content of up to 
49% by mid-century in areas supplying the Dry Creek and Mammoth Mountain 
watershed, which are noted as sources of recharge for the geothermal reservoir.  The 
Draft EIS/EIR should evaluate how these changes in recharge hydrology may impact 
geothermal resources, the coldwater aquifers and the Project’s sustainability under 
potentially lower recharge. 

18 2-65           The Draft EIS/EIR’s water resources analysis and associated mitigation measures 
are inadequate.  As described elsewhere in this comment letter, there is no adequate basis 
for the no-impact determination regarding the Project’s impacts to groundwater 
resources.  Additional physical exploration via new wells is required to evaluate potential 
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significant impacts to the community’s water supply. 

19 2-75           The description of the No Action Alternative does not provide a sufficient basis for 
comparing its impacts with the impacts of approving the proposed Project because the 
contemplated actions under the No Action Alternative seem unreasonable and unrealistic 
at best.  For example, with respect to figure 2-15, why would additional test wells need to 
be completed, at a substantial cost to the Project applicant, when the Project applicant has 
not identified a use for these wells?  The No Action Alternative’s impacts analysis should 
be revised to assume that no further actions will be taken at these well sites.   

20 3.7-3          The extent of the low permeability landslide block, which is referenced throughout 
the Draft EIS/EIR as a key assumption regarding the hydrogeologic connectivity between 
the upper and lower aquifer levels, is only shown in figures 3.7-2 and 3.7-3 along a 
North-South cross-section cut.  No detailed cross-section in an east-west direction 
showing the extent of this same layer, which direction includes the area extending to 
MCWD’s groundwater wells, is provided.  Given repeated observations in the Draft 
EIS/EIR that the geology and hydrology of the area are highly complex, fractured, and 
relatively dynamic due to local volcanic and faulting features, the conclusions concerning 
the lack of interconnection among the aquifer areas of concern are suspect and not 
supported by the very limited information in the Draft EIS/EIR. 

21 3.7-12           The discussion concerning the thermal and geothermal hydrology of the Long 
Valley Caldera does not address the vertical flow of upper, cooler water into the lower 
geothermal reservoir.  Although the isotope tracing and chemical traits may be 
appropriate for primary source water identification, it is not apparent that they are a basis 
for supporting a conclusion that there is no vertical connectivity in the Mammoth 
Groundwater Basin between these levels.  Moreover, the discussion notes that pressure 
variations are seen in shallow wells up to six miles from Casa Diablo under current 
operations, tied to geothermal production area.  Such variations demonstrate the Project’s 
risk of causing increased pressure changes and impacts to the aquifer if pumping and 
injection operations were expanded. 

22 3-7.14           The claimed separation of the upper and lower aquifers is not substantiated for the 
areas of concern to MCWD.  The conclusions concerning vertical separation between the 
upper and lower levels appear to rely on well bore data from locations that are too distant 
to be reasonably used as the basis for analyzing local conditions, especially in an aquifer 
system characterized by extreme relative variability both vertically and horizontally.  
Moreover, statements concerning the stable chemistry are indicative only of existing 
steady conditions, and such observations should not be used as a basis to evaluate future 
conditions, which include increased pumping and reinjection operations. 

23 3.7-19           Section 3.7.2.2 of the Draft EIS/EIR describes that the LVHAC would evaluate 
expansion of the hydrologic monitoring program in Long Valley, which would be 
incorporated as a condition of approval for the Project.  This is not an appropriate 
response to addressing the potential environmental impacts to the District’s operations.  It 
is noncommittal and does not contain any important elements of a monitoring program.  
A monitoring program needs to be objective, state its purpose and deliverables, have a 
funding mechanism, and state include action triggers if unanticipated environmental 
effects occur.   

24 4.7-1           The methodology for analyzing the environmental consequences of the Project do 
not address the specific items of concern listed by MCWD in its scoping letter dated May  
10, 2011.  These include, for example, the lack of efforts to merge or coordinate the 
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Comment 
No. Page(s) COMMENTS 

geothermal reservoir model with the upper aquifer model developed by MCWD. 

          Moreover, the Project’s design measures for monitoring are inadequate, as they 
rely only on the existing Long Valley Hydrologic Advisory Committee, which focuses 
primarily on areas around and to the east of Casa Diablo, and does not include sufficient 
monitoring, if any, for the areas of concern to the upper aquifer and the MCWD drinking 
water supplies.  

25 4.7-3           The operations description of the proposed Project does not make sense in terms of 
changes in pumping levels.  Doubling the power production to 60-MW or greater is 
described to result in only a 50% increase in pumping.  What factors are behind this 
seemingly low future pumping increase, compared to current pumping rates at the 30- 
MW production level?  Higher temperature in groundwater, for example, or more 
efficient power plant facilities?  If only 6,000 gpm of net additional pumping is expected, 
what are 18 well sites required to develop and test? 

          The discussion states that historic monitoring indicates an influx of cooler water 
into the geothermal reservoir in the 1980s.  This statement seemingly contradicts 
assertions throughout the Draft EIS/EIR that the upper and lower aquifers are not 
connected, and the Draft EIS/EIR fails to adequately reconcile such observed influxes 
with conclusions regarding the separation between the upper and lower aquifers.  

26 4.7-4           The numerical model described in section 4.7.4.1 of the Draft EIS/EIR does not 
have sufficient borehole-based data to accurately capture the areas of concern near and 
between the Project’s proposed geothermal operations and MCWD’s municipal water 
supply operations. 

27 4.7-9           The discussion concerning the use of additional monitoring wells does not provide 
sufficient information or commitments to allow for adequate monitoring in the future to 
detect and mitigate for any impacts to upper aquifer conditions.  Before any final 
EIS/EIR is completed, there needs to be the additional drilling of exploratory wells in 
order to confirm assumptions concerning the lack of vertical connectivity.  

 

IV. The Lead Agencies’ Refusal to Disclose Information Fundamental to the Evaluation of the 
Project’s Environmental Impacts Has Precluded Meaningful Review of the Draft EIS/EIR 

NEPA requires that lead agencies insure the professional integrity, including scientific 
integrity, of the discussions and analyses in the Draft EIS/EIR.  (See 40 C.F.R. § 1502.24)  Courts 
have applied this requirement to hold that an environmental impact statement must contain an 
adequate compilation of the relevant data and information, and must present accurate and complete 
information to decision makers to allow informed decisions.  (See, e.g., Northern Plains Resource 
Council, Inc. v. Surface Trans. Bd. (9th Cir. 2011) 668 F.3d 1067, 1085; Sierra Club v. U.S. Army 
Corps of Engineers (2d Cir. 1983) 701 F.2d 1011, 1029.)  CEQA contains similar requirements for 
environmental impact reports.  Section 15147 of the CEQA Guidelines requires that an EIR include 
technical data and similar relevant information to permit the full assessment of significant 
environmental impacts by reviewing agencies and members of the public.  (Code Cal. Regs., tit. 14, § 
15147; see San Franciscans for Reasonable Growth v. City and County of San Francisco (1987) 193 
Cal.App.3d 1544, 1549 (noting EIR must include underlying technical detail so readers can evaluate 
its conclusions).)  An EIR should be prepared with a sufficient degree of analysis to provide decision 
makers with information that enables them to make a decision which intelligently takes account of 
environmental consequences.  (Code Cal. Regs., tit. 14, § 15151.)  “The EIR must contain facts and 
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analysis, not just the bare conclusions of a public agency.  An agency’s opinion concerning matters 
within its expertise is of obvious value, but the public and decision-makers, for whom the EIR is 
prepared, should also have before them the basis for that opinion so as to enable them to make an 
independent, reasoned judgment.”  (Santiago Water District v. County of Orange (1981) 118 
Cal.App.3d 818, 831.)   

 
 Recognizing and relying upon these important principles, MCWD sent the lead agencies a 
letter dated January 11, 2013 requesting additional technical data concerning the Project to 
adequately evaluate the conclusions contained in the Draft EIS/EIR.  Such data was relied upon 
extensively in the Draft EIS/EIR’s discussion and analysis of the Project’s potential impacts to 
geothermal and groundwater resources, and includes, among other things, the following information: 

• Complete borehole logs for the geothermal wells and any test holes, and any associated 
information depths and perforated intervals of wells, subsurface geologic conditions and water 
levels; 

• By geothermal production well: time histories of geothermal production, temperature, and 
reservoir pressure; 

• By geothermal injection well:  time histories of geothermal injection, temperature, and 
reservoir pressure; 

• A conceptual model description of the geothermal reservoirs in the Long Valley area that are 
being used for existing and proposed geothermal development; 

• Numerical model reports that document the models, input and output files, model 
assumptions, calibration, and planning simulations used in the Draft EIS/EIR; 

• The cross-sections used to define the cold water and geothermal reservoir systems and to build 
the geothermal reservoir simulation model (including maps showing the locations of these 
cross-sections); 

• The water budget time histories for the final calibration and projection simulations for the 
geothermal reservoir simulation model, including the location map that shows the location of 
recharge and discharges from the model; and 

• Time series of pressure head maps for the geothermal reservoir for the final calibration and 
projection scenarios utilized in the model. 

 
In addition, MCWD requested that BLM provide the reference cited as “Sorey 2011b” in 

pages 4.7-1 and 4.7-11 of the Draft EIS/EIR.  As of this writing, neither BLM nor the Project 
applicant has provided the requested information to MCWD.  Moreover, both BLM and the Project 
applicant have asserted that most of the requested information, including the requested reference 
cited in the Draft EIS/EIR, is proprietary and is protected from disclosure. 

 
MCWD has repeatedly stated that its ability to review the requested information is essential to 

evaluate the Draft EIS/EIR’s significance determinations for the Project. NEPA clearly requires that 
the “hard data” on which agencies base their conclusions be provided in the environmental 
document.  (Idaho Sporting Congress v. Thomas (9th Cir. 1998) 137 F.3d 1146, 1150 (reversed on 
other grounds by Lands Council v. McNair (2008) 537 F.3d 981, 997), underlining added.)  
Moreover, under CEQA, an EIR cannot rely on information that is neither included in the document 
nor described or referenced therein.  (Vineyard Area Citizens for Responsible Growth v. City of 
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Rancho Cordova (2007) 40 Cal.4th 412, 442, underlining added.)  As previously explained in 
MCWD’s communications with BLM and GBUAPCD, such information is essential to MCWD’s 
review of the Draft EIS/EIR, as relevant discussions in the Draft EIS/EIR do not provide an adequate 
basis for MCWD to meaningfully consider the Project’s impacts on geothermal, groundwater and 
surface water resources.  Moreover, if such information is not provided as part of the administrative 
record under CEQA, then there simply can be no sufficient evidence to support the significance 
determinations in the Draft EIS/EIR. 

 
The lack of transparency exhibited by the lead agencies and the Project applicant in declining 

to share the requested data essentially precludes meaningful public review and understanding of the 
Project’s potential impacts and contravenes the spirit of NEPA and CEQA.  In light of this, MCWD 
respectfully renews its request to review the information set forth in the bullet points above, and 
reiterates its willingness to cooperate with the lead agencies and the Project applicant to ensure that 
such information is not used for purposes other than NEPA’s and CEQA’s public review and 
comment process. 
 
V. Conclusion  

In summary, MCWD finds that the Draft EIS/EIR is legally deficient under NEPA and 
CEQA because it fails to provide critical information necessary to form proper conclusions regarding 
the Project’s potential impacts.  This determination may be supplemented or supplanted pending 
MCWD’s review of the additional information described in Part IV above. 

 
Sincerely, 

 
 
 

                                                                      Gregory Norby 
                General Manager  

           Mammoth Community Water District 
 
 
Encls: Comment Letter from Kenneth D. Schmidt 
 Resume of Kenneth D. Schmidt 
 Comment Letter from Mark Wildermuth and Wenbin Wang 
 Resume of Mark Wildermuth 
 Resume of Wenbin Wang 






















































































