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LAKE MENDOCINO FIRO VIABILITY ASSESSMENT
Purpose:  The purpose of these talking points are to ensure that all agencies are speaking from the same page when describing Lake Mendocino FIRO. The talking points are to be used for interviews with the press, for speeches and when communicating with any stakeholders regarding FIRO.
BASIC GUIDELINES
· Be respectful of other agencies in tone and words! Focus on words like “partnership,” and “cooperative.” 
· If a reporter asks about another agency, direct her/him to the agency’s FIRO steering committee representative for information/quote.
· Remember that we are working on a preliminary viability assessment. In non-bureaucratese, another way of putting it:  “We are proactively studying whether we can use new forecasting tools and watershed science to manage the reservoir differently in the future.” (As noted in the recent SC meeting, everyone is getting excited about FIRO, but we don’t want to give the impression that it will be implemented next year – or even in the next five years, unless the science supports it.)
· Remind folks that ultimately it’s the Corps decision regarding implementation, and that the Corps is a key part of the FIRO team.
LAKE MENDOCINO
· Lake Mendocino is located on the East Fork of the Russian River in Mendocino County, California. It provides flood control, water supply, environmental stewardship, and recreation.
· The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) owns and operates the dam in accordance with a Water Control Manual. The Manual’s reservoir operations procedures were originally developed and later updated without the benefit of recent meteorological advances which indicate the potential for improved predictability of certain weather patterns and streamflow.  
· Sonoma County Water Agency is the local partner that manages water stored in Lake Mendocino for water supply.
· The Manual specifies the amount of reservoir storage that must be kept available for capturing storm runoff and reducing flood risk.
· During a flood event, runoff is captured by the reservoir and released soon after to create storage space for another potential storm.
· The Manual is based on typical historical weather patterns– wet during the winter, dry otherwise.

PROBLEM
· The Manual’s reservoir operations procedures were originally developed and later updated without the benefit of recent meteorological advances which indicate the potential for improved predictability of certain weather patterns and streamflow.
· Given reduced diversions of water from the Eel River into Lake Mendocino, changed hydrologic conditions, and technological advances in weather science, some adjustments to the current reservoir operating procedures may conceptionally be possible to optimize the goals of maintaining flood control while bolstering water supply reliability for downstream users and the environment (for example, to support recovery of endangered and threatened fish).
SOLUTION
· A federal initiative, the Integrated Water Resources Science and Services (IWRSS), met in the Russian River watershed in 2013, and discussed the challenges and opportunities regarding operation of Lake Mendocino. IWRSS agencies and state and local partners agreed to study the potential for Forecast Informed Reservoir Operations (FIRO) at Lake Mendocino.  
· A science-based preliminary viability assessment is underway to determine if FIRO can be used as a strategy to better manage water levels at Lake Mendocino. 

· FIRO envisions using modern observation and prediction technology that could provide water managers more lead time to selectively retain or release water from reservoirs based on longer-term forecasts.

· Optimizing reservoir operations could potentially benefit water supply and environmental flows without diminishing flood control or dam safety, and possibly improved flood control.

· The evaluation will identify realistic, short-term steps to provide more accurate and timely information about weather and watershed conditions, which could possibly translate into changes in reservoir operations.

STEERING COMMITTEE
· An interagency Steering Committee was formed to explore methods for better balancing flood control and water supply needs.

· Committee members include representatives from the Corps, NOAA, Bureau of Reclamation, USGS, California Department of Water, the Center for Western Water and Weather Extremes (CW3E) at UC San Diego and Sonoma County Water Agency.

· Contacts/Steering Committee Co-Chairs:
Jay Jasperse (FIRO Co-Chair), Chief Engineer, Sonoma County Water Agency
707.547.1959 • jay.jasperse@scwa.ca.gov
F. Martin Ralph (FIRO Co-Chair), Director, Center for Western Weather and Water Extremes at UC San Diego’s Scripps Institution of Oceanography 858.822.1809 • mralph@ucsd.edu

STATUS
· In 2015, the FIRO Steering Committee released a work plan for assessing the viability of FIRO that takes advantage of current science and technology. The Work Plan presents an approach for conducting a proof-of-concept FIRO viability assessment using Lake Mendocino as a model. 

· The work plan describes current technical and scientific capabilities, and outlines technical/scientific analyses and future efforts to demonstrate the potential of FIRO to improve reservoir management.

· The preliminary viability assessment and scientific research are underway, and preliminary findings are expected at the end of 2016. The preliminary viability assessment will present a suite of actions ranging from practical, short-term steps to longer-term research needs. If deemed viable, FIRO will likely be implemented incrementally, as science evolves and implementation criteria are met.

· This project does not necessarily transfer to other reservoirs, but the processes used to study the applicability of forecast informed operations could possibly transfer to other projects.
