
     
 
 

 

Notice of Preparation of a Draft Environmental Impact Report 
and Public Scoping Meeting Notice 

San Juan Watershed Project 

To: California Office of Planning and Research; Responsible and Trustee Agencies; 
County Clerks; and Other Interested Parties 

Subject: Notice of Preparation of an Environmental Impact Report and  
Public Scoping Meeting Notice 

Project: San Juan Watershed Project 

Lead Agency:  Santa Margarita Water District 

This Notice of Preparation (NOP) has been prepared to notify agencies and interested parties that the 
Santa Margarita Water District (SMWD) as the Lead Agency is beginning preparation of an 
Environmental Impact Report (EIR) pursuant to the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) for 
the proposed San Juan Watershed Project (Project). SMWD, in conjunction with South Coast Water 
District (SCWD), is proposing to implement the Project to optimize recharge and storage capacity of the 
San Juan Groundwater Basin. This NOP includes a brief description of the Project and environmental 
topics to be addressed in the EIR.    

SMWD is soliciting the views of interested persons and agencies as to the scope and content of the 
environmental information to be studied in the EIR. In accordance with CEQA, agencies and the public 
are requested to review the description of the Project provided in this NOP and provide comments on 
environmental issues related to the statutory responsibilities of SMWD. The EIR will be used by SMWD 
and other Responsible Agencies when considering approval of the Project.  

The NOP is available at http://www.sanjuanwatershed.com and at SMWD’s offices, located at 26111 
Antonio Parkway, Rancho Santa Margarita, CA 92688. Comments on the NOP must be received by 
SMWD no later than 63 days after publication of this NOP. The NOP was made available for public 
review on December 1, 2016. We request that comments on this NOP be received no later than February 
2, 2017. Please send your comments, including a return address and contact name, via mail to this 
address: 

 

Tom Barnes, ESA  
626 Wilshire Boulevard, Ste. 1100  
Los Angeles, CA 90017  
Telephone: 213-599-4300  
Fax: 213-599-4301 
tbarnes@esassoc.com  



 

 

A public meeting will be held to receive public comments and suggestions on the Project. The scoping 
meeting will be open to the public on the following date in the following location: 

 

Public Scoping Meeting  
Thursday, January 12, 2017 at 6:00 p.m. 

Presentation at 6:30 
Close at 8:00 

San Juan Capistrano Community Center (map below) 
25925 Camino Del Avion, San Juan Capistrano, CA 92675 
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San Juan Watershed Project 
Notice of Preparation 

Introduction 

The Santa Margarita Water District (SMWD), in conjunction with South Coast Water District (SCWD), is 
proposing to implement the San Juan Watershed Project (Project) that would develop facilities to manage 
surface water resources to enhance groundwater resources of the San Juan Basin. The Project would 
increase the capture and storage of urban runoff and stormwater, optimize the use of recycled water for 
beneficial reuse, minimize the potential for undesirable impacts, and augment local water supplies to 
reduce the region’s dependence on imported water.  

The Project would be constructed in multiple phases. The first phase would include installation of three 
rubber dams within San Juan Creek and/or Arroyo Trabuco Creek to enhance in-stream groundwater 
recharge with captured stormwater. Subsequent phases would develop more aggressive groundwater 
management practices to maximize use of the available storage capacity with both stormwater and 
recycled water. The EIR will describe and evaluate Phase I of the Project at a project-level, ready for 
implementation. Subsequent phases will be assessed at a programmatic level since the later phases are 
still largely conceptual.   

San Juan Basin Authority 

The Project participants are member agencies of the San Juan Basin Authority (SJBA), a joint powers 
authority created in 1971 for the purpose of carrying out water resources development within the San Juan 
Basin. The SJBA member agencies are the Santa Margarita Water District (SMWD), Moulton Niguel 
Water District (MNWD), SCWD, and CSJC. The SJBA’s primary objective is to pursue the development 
and expansion of groundwater production facilities, while ensuring preservation and sustainability of the 
local water resources.  

In 2014, SJBA completed the San Juan Basin Groundwater and Facilities Management Plan (FMP) that 
outlined a set of goals to enhance local groundwater supplies, protect and enhance groundwater quality, 
and maximize use of available groundwater storage capacity. The FMP identified groundwater 
management actions and cost sharing opportunities. The FMP identified in-stream stormwater capture and 
recharge as the most immediately achievable objective.   

San Juan Basin 

The San Juan Basin is categorized by the California State Water Resources Control Board (SWRCB) as a 
subterranean flowing stream comprised of four sub-basins: Upper San Juan, Middle San Juan, Lower 
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San Juan, and Arroyo Trabuco (Figure 1). SJBA has a water right to withdraw 8,026 acre-feet per year 
(AFY), which can be expanded to 10,702 AFY with approval from the SWRCB. Groundwater production 
occurs primarily within the Lower Arroyo Trabuco, the Middle San Juan, and the Lower San Juan sub-
basins. The basin is confined by shallow bedrock conditions, with some areas exhibiting elevated 
dissolved solids (TDS) concentrations that impair production for beneficial use. The CSJC currently 
operates twelve groundwater extraction wells, eight of which supply TDS-degrade groundwater to the San 
Juan Basin Groundwater Recovery Plant desalter facility. Three of the remaining four CSJC wells 
produce non-potable water used for irrigation and one well produces domestic water. SCWD currently 
maintains two wells to supply TDS-degraded groundwater to its Groundwater Recovery Facility. The 
Project would be implemented to manage the portion of the San Juan Basin located within the 
southwestern portion of the San Juan Creek Watershed, within the cities of San Juan Capistrano and 
Dana Point (see Figure 1).  

Project Description  

The San Juan Watershed Project (i.e., the Project) is the implementation of an integrated water resources 
management plan intended to maximize beneficial uses of the San Juan Groundwater Basin. The primary 
goals of the Project include the following elements:  

 Continue implementation of the on-going Adaptive Production Management (APM), which 
consists of SJBA’s existing program of groundwater monitoring and reporting and the 
development and periodic update of an APM policy to set annual production limits consistent 
with water rights permits and related agreements. 

 Construct rubber dams within San Juan Creek and the Arroyo Trabuco to increase stormwater 
recharge and provide future recharge sites for instream recharge of recycled water. 

 Construct recycled water recharge and recovery facilities (conveyance, wells, and expanded 
groundwater treatment) and conversion of private groundwater pumpers to alternative sources of 
water. The facilities should be phased in over time based on recycled water availability and the 
need to demonstrate Project success at small scales to the SWRCB Division of Drinking Water 
(DDW) and Regional Board. 

The Project would be conducted in multiple phases. Phase I would include installation of three rubber 
dams within San Juan Creek and/or Arroyo Trabuco Creek to provide in-stream groundwater recharge of 
stormwater that would otherwise flow to the ocean. The rubber dams would create a series of ponds 
within the stream channel, maximizing the wetted area of the channel to promote infiltration. The 
inflatable dams would capture stormwater runoff for recharge into the ground, augmenting local 
groundwater supplies. During rain events, the rubber dams would remain inflated as long as the flow in 
the channel remains less than one-foot greater than the rubber dam crest. When this stage is exceeded, the 
rubber dam would deflate, restoring the full flood capacity of the channel. The rubber dam would re-
inflate when the flow in the channel is reduced. The rubber dams would be constructed by SMWD. Figure 
2 depicts the general project area for Phase I of the Project. 

Phase I would also evaluate the need to upgrade the CSJC’s and SCWD’s groundwater desalter/treatment 
plants or construct new treatment facilities. The upgrades would accommodate the increase in 



 

San Juan Watershed Project 3 ESA / 160559 
Notice of Preparation December 2016 

groundwater supplies created by the increase in stormwater recharge from the new rubber dams and 
provide for the efficient production of treated groundwater to reduce the demand of imported water.  

Subsequent phases would construct additional rubber dams within San Juan Creek along with recycled 
water recharge and recovery facilities (conveyance, extraction wells, and expanded groundwater 
treatment) to increase groundwater recharge capacity. Recycled water is currently produced from six 
wastewater and urban runoff treatment facilities capable of producing tertiary effluent compliant with 
Title 22 regulations for water reuse. SMWD operates three of these wastewater treatment facilities; South 
Orange County Wastewater Authority (SOCWA) operates one facility for MNWD and one facility for 
SCWD and the City of Laguna Beach. The Project would develop alternative treatment capabilities to 
treat groundwater supplied by the recovery wells to drinking water standards. SMWD would complete the 
Title 22 Engineering and permitting process for indirect potable reuse (IPR) of recycled water in the San 
Juan Basin. The level of treatment required would depend on the recycled water content of the 
groundwater and water quality regulations. In addition, some private groundwater producers may be 
converted to other sources of water.  

Project Approvals  

Implementation of the Project will require the following approvals: 

 U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 

 National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (National Marine Fisheries Services) 

 U.S. Army Corp of Engineers 

 California Department of Fish and Wildlife  

 State Water Resources Control Board 

 Regional Water Quality Control Board 

 Orange County Department of Public Works, Flood Control District 

 Moulton Niguel Water District 

 South Coast Water District 

 City of San Juan Capistrano 

 City of Dana Point  

SMWD is pursuing funding through the State of California and will likely pursue federal funding for the 
Project. The EIR for the Project will include additional analysis to be used as a joint CEQA /National 
Environmental Protection Act (NEPA) document, once a federal lead agency has been identified. In 
addition it is anticipated that an application to receive Local Resource Program funding provided through 
Metropolitan Water District of Southern California will be made.   

Potential Environmental Impacts  

In accordance with Section 15126 of the CEQA Guidelines, the EIR will assess the physical changes to 
the environment that would likely result from construction and operation of the Project, including direct, 
indirect and cumulative impacts and growth-inducing impacts. Potential impacts of the Project are briefly 
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identified below. The EIR will identify mitigation measures if necessary to reduce potentially significant 
impacts of the Project. The EIR also will discuss alternatives to the Project, including the No-Project 
Alternative. 

Aesthetics Resources 

The San Juan Basin underlies the San Juan Creek watershed. Implementation of the Project could alter the 
visual character of surrounding communities through installation of facilities including, wells, pipelines, 
recharge and treatment facilities within San Juan Creek and Arroyo Trabuco Creek. The EIR will evaluate 
the potential for the Project to impact aesthetic resources, including visual character, scenic vistas, and 
new sources of light and glare.  

Agricultural Resources 

Agricultural resources within the watershed are limited, but may be affected by implementation of 
groundwater extraction and conveyance facilities. The EIR will determine if Project components would 
be constructed or modified on lands designated by the state’s Farmland Mapping and Monitoring 
Program as Prime, Unique, or Important Farmland.  

Air Quality  

The San Juan Basin is located within the South Coast Air Quality Management District (SCAQMD). 
Construction of the facilities needed to implement the Project would generate emissions from 
construction equipment exhaust, earth movement, construction workers’ commute, and material hauling. 
Operation of pipelines, pump stations, wells, and treatment facilities would potentially generate emissions 
associated with energy use. The EIR will evaluate the effects of construction and operational activities on 
air quality, and will analyze consistency with SCAQMD policies and attainment levels. 

Biological Resources 

The Project would install rubber dams within the San Juan Creek and Arroyo Trabuco Creek. Although 
the proposed dam locations would be within segments of the creeks that are lined with concrete/riprap on 
the side levees, installation and operation of the dams could impact riparian resources and aquatic 
resources. The watershed is identified by the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) as within the 
2012 Southern California Steelhead Recovery Plan area. Installation of rubber dams could affect the 
ability for the creeks to be improved for fish passage in the future. The EIR will evaluate the potential for 
facilities and programs to impact biological resources, such as sensitive species and critical habitats, and 
will also discuss local ordinances and state and federal regulations governing biological resources. The 
EIR will identify mitigation strategies such as structural and operational best management practices to 
avoid significant impacts upon current and future beneficial uses of the creeks.  

Cultural Resources 

Construction of new facilities both above and below-ground could encounter previously unknown 
archaeological or paleontological resources during ground disturbance and excavation. Furthermore, 
historic resources and Native American resources may exist near proposed infrastructure. The EIR will 
assess the potential effects of the Project on cultural resources, including archaeological, paleontological, 
and Native American resources, including Tribal cultural resources identified during the consultation 
process required by Assembly Bill 52.  
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Geology, Soils, and Seismicity 

The San Juan Creek watershed is located on the western flank of the Santa Ana Mountains. The Santa 
Ana Mountains are part of a northwest-southeast trending fault block that has been tilted at a shallow 
angle in a westerly direction by the Elsinore fault system. The San Juan Creek watershed is underlain by 
plutonic, volcanic, metamorphic, and sedimentary rocks. The two major faults in the San Juan Creek 
watershed are the northwest/southeast trending Mission Viejo and Cristianitos Faults. The Cristianitos 
Fault displaces Tertiary sedimentary rocks and the Mission Viejo Fault bounds the Cretaceous 
sedimentary rocks on the west.  

The San Juan Creek watershed is divided into three stratigraphic divisions: (1) Mesozoic and older 
bedrock units, (2) Tertiary bedrock units, and (3) late Holocene to Early Pleistocene surficial deposits. 
The Mesozoic and older bedrock units are further differentiated as (a) Cretaceous Age Formations of 
Sedimentary Origin, (b) Pre-Cretaceous Metamorphic Formations of Sedimentary and Volcanic Origins, 
and (c) Granitic and other intrusive crystalline rocks. The tertiary bedrock units are further differentiated 
as (a) fine-grained formations and (b) coarse-grained formations. The Late Holocene to Early Pleistocene 
Surficial Deposits are further differentiated as (a) younger alluvial deposits, (b) landslide deposits, and (c) 
older alluvial deposits. The main water bearing unit in the watershed consists of the younger alluvial 
deposits.  

The San Juan Creek watershed is located in a seismically active region. New facilities could be subject to 
potential seismic hazards including ground shaking. In addition, ground-disturbing construction activities 
could expose soils to stormwater erosion. The EIR will evaluate geologic hazards in the region associated 
with seismic activity near faults and fault zones; expansive soils; liquefaction; landslides; subsidence; and 
soil erosion.  

Greenhouse Gas Emissions  

Construction activities would require operation of equipment and vehicles that emit greenhouse gases 
(GHGs). New facilities would be operated with electric power, the generation of which produces GHGs. 
However, the increased local GHG emissions would be offset by a reduction in the GHG emissions 
caused by a reduction in the use of imported water. The EIR will quantify GHG emissions associated with 
Project construction and operation in terms of carbon dioxide equivalent (CO2e) emissions and compare 
Project emissions to regional thresholds of significance.  

Hazards and Hazardous Materials 

Construction of new facilities would require excavation of the existing ground surface, which could 
uncover contaminated soils or hazardous substances that pose a substantial hazard to human health or the 
environment. The EIR will assess the potential for encountering hazardous materials and conditions and 
evaluate whether hazards encountered during construction would be handled in accordance with 
applicable regulations. The EIR will also assess the potential for the public or the environment to be 
affected by accidental release of hazardous materials due to Project construction and operation.  

Hydrology and Water Quality  

The San Juan Creek watershed is located on the western flank of the Santa Ana Mountains. The 
headwaters originate in the Cleveland National Forest near the Orange/Riverside County border and flow 
approximately 29 miles south-southwest to the Pacific Ocean at Doheny State Beach in Dana Point. The 
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total watershed drainage area covers approximately 175 square miles and includes two major tributaries to 
San Juan Creek, known as the Arroyo Trabuco and Oso Creek. The upper third of the watershed is 
extremely rugged with steep slopes and deep-cutting, narrow canyons supporting minor tributaries. The 
center third is dominated by rolling hills, and the downstream third is a highly developed floodplain. As 
the streams come out of the canyon mouth, they widen out into several alluvial floodplains. These 
floodplains overlie the alluvial sediments from which groundwater is extracted. Land rises from sea level, 
where San Juan Creek discharges to the Pacific Ocean, to approximately 5,690 feet at the peak of 
Santiago Mountain.  

The three principal streams that drain the watershed include: Oso Creek, Arroyo Trabuco, and San Juan 
Creek. There are numerous other small streams that feed into these principal streams including Horno 
Creek, Chiquita Canyon, Cañada Gobernadora and Bell Canyon.  

Implementation of the Project would detain stormwater runoff within the San Juan and Arroyo Trabuco 
creeks, but would not otherwise alter local drainage patterns. The EIR will identify stormwater quality 
protection measures required during construction and operation of proposed facilities. The EIR will 
describe the recharge, storage, and recovery capacities of the San Juan Groundwater Basin and describe 
potential impacts of recharge and extraction activities at Project locations.   

Groundwater within the San Juan Creek watershed primarily occurs in the relatively thin alluvial deposits 
along the valley floors and within the major stream channels. The SWRCB has characterized this 
groundwater, from a water rights perspective, as flow of an underground stream.  

The EIR will evaluate existing groundwater quality data, analyze the differential Project impacts to water 
quality based on source waters, and analyze the impact of Project operations on any nearby groundwater 
contamination plumes.  

Land Use and Planning 

Implementation of the Project would include new, upgraded, and expanded water supply infrastructure 
throughout the SJBA member agency service areas. The EIR will evaluate the compatibility of the 
proposed facilities with existing and planned land uses.  

Mineral Resources 

The Project will identify local mineral resources and will evaluate the potential for Project to impede 
access to these mineral resources.  

Noise 

Implementation of the Project would require construction of new facilities that would potentially generate 
noise and vibration. The EIR will analyze potential noise sources and evaluate the proximity of sensitive 
receptors to Project components to assess whether the facilities would comply with local noise policies 
and ordinances. 

Population and Housing 

The EIR will describe the relationship of water supply to population growth in the service area. The EIR 
will identify current population and employment projections and identify local planning jurisdictions with 
the authority to approve growth and mitigate secondary environmental effects of growth.  
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Public Services 

Implementation of the Project is unlikely to affect demand for public services, or to require new or 
expanded facilities for public service providers. The EIR will assess the potential for the Project to affect 
police and fire protection services, schools, parks and recreational facilities, such that new or expanded 
buildings or structures may be required that would, in turn, affect the environment.  

Recreation 

The Project could be constructed within open space or natural areas, as well as in urbanized areas and 
roadway rights-of way. The EIR will evaluate potential impacts to recreational facilities as a result of 
Project.  

Transportation and Traffic 

Construction of new facilities could temporarily affect traffic on local and regional roadways due to 
vehicle trips associated with hauling of material and equipment and lane closures associated with 
installation of pipelines or wells within roadway rights-of-way. The EIR will evaluate the potential for 
additional construction vehicles, lane closures, or road closures to impact traffic and circulation.  

Utilities, Service Systems, and Energy  

Construction and operation of the Project could affect public utilities. Implementation of the Project 
would result in increased use of pump stations, extraction wells, conveyance and treatment facilities, 
which would increase the amount of energy required locally to achieve regional water supply goals. 
However, the increased local energy use would offset energy requirements of importing water. The EIR 
will evaluate energy consumption and compare the proposed energy use with existing imported water 
energy demands.  
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