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County's big reservoirs at their fullest since 1980  
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Published: March 26, 1993 
The county's 24 largest reservoirs are about 97 percent full -- the highest they have been since 1980 -- and for the first 
time in 13 years El Capitan, the region's biggest, has begun to spill, officials said yesterday.  
The brimming reservoirs do not pose a serious danger of major flood damage, even with 1 to 2 inches of rain expected in 
the back country last night and today, officials say. The snow level was expected to be at about 5,000 feet. 
"It hasn't rained in the back country for almost one month, so the ground is relatively dry and should absorb quite a bit of 
it," said Carey Stevenson, a civil engineer with the county Department of Public Works. "We aren't looking for any 
dangerous flooding, maybe some street flooding in intersections, at least for this storm." 
About half an inch of rain is expected in San Diego. 
Wilbur Shigehara, chief meteorologist for the National Weather Service in San Diego, said, "We will have some urban 
flooding in our cities but not severe. I don't except a recurrence of the kinds of floods we had in January." Nature's wintry 
largess should save county water agencies millions of dollars this year as free runoff into reservoirs fills an estimated 25 
percent of county water needs, compared with 5 percent during the 1987-92 drought. 
With a capacity of more than 112,000 acre-feet of water, El Capitan Reservoir east of El Cajon began to spill Saturday. 
Water started trickling down the spillway around 2 a.m. 
It was the first time since 1980 that the huge reservoir on the San Diego River had spilled, and only the fifth time since El 
Capitan Dam was built in 1934. The dam also spilled in 1938, 1939 and 1941. 
Including El Capitan, the city of San Diego's nine reservoirs were 98 percent full yesterday -- higher than they have been 
since storms associated with an El Nino condition deluged the county in 1983-84. 
At most, the county's 24 largest reservoirs can hold 571,671 acre-feet, which is 15 percent to 20 percent more water than 
the county uses all year. Yesterday, they held 554,134 acre-feet, or 97 percent of capacity. Eight of the larger dams were 
spilling. 
In March 1990, during the drought, by contrast, the same reservoirs held 264,110 acre-feet of water. 
An acre-foot is about 326,000 gallons, enough to supply the household needs of two families of four for a year. 
Only in 1980, before a nearby earthquake fault prompted state officials to halve the capacity of Henshaw Dam near 
Warner Springs, have the county's reservoirs held more water, said Dave Fogerson, a civil engineer with the County 
Water Authority. 
"We think local supplies this year will probably be in the vicinity of 25 percent," Fogerson said. 
In 1991, in the depths of drought, the county imported 94.3 percent of its water supply from Northern California and the 
Colorado River. Imported water is costly because it must be transported hundreds of miles. 
After six years of worrying how to get water into area reservoirs, officials are now worrying about getting it out before the 
water spills and is carried down rivers to be lost in the ocean. 
"It's a wonderful problem to have," said Robert Friedgen, general manager of the Helix Water District. 
The free runoff will help his district lessen the impact of a 19 percent rate increase for imported water from the Los 
Angeles-based Metropolitan Water District of Southern California. The increase starts July 1. 
The Helix district has been saving $22,680 a day for the past two weeks by drawing water from El Capitan Reservoir and 
will save $2 million this year by not buying imported water, Friedgen said. 
"There is a substantial bonus coming from the rains," he said. 
But spilling reservoirs can be costly. 
A total of 9,985 acre-feet of imported water that the County Water Authority purchased for $1.2 million was stored in 
Lower Otay Reservoir when it began to spill last month. 
Under an agreement with San Diego, the authority's water was considered to be floating on top of the city's, and so it 
spilled first. The agency is out the $1.2 million, Fogerson said. 
A dozen other water districts also lost $540,000 in the same way when their water flowed over the spillway at San Diego's 
San Vicente Reservoir in February. The water authority lost additional water worth another $1.24 million when San 
Vicente spilled. 
Even before the storm expected last night, the rainfall year, which began July 1, had seen about twice the normal volume 
of rain -- 16.68 inches compared with an average of 8.55 inches.  

 
 
Copyright 1993, 2007 Union-Tribune Publishing Co. 

http://www.signonsandiego.com/

