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lyons Reservoir – Water Supply
Tuolumne Utilities District (TUD) receives nearly all of its water supply 
from the Sierra snowpack. This water is delivered to TUD from the South 
Fork of the Stanislaus River at Lyons Reservoir via the Tuolumne Main Canal 
by agreement with Pacific Gas & Electric (PG&E). PG&E owns and operates 
Pinecrest Lake, Lyons Reservoir and the Tuolumne Main Canal. In the 
summertime, TUD normally receives stored water first from Lyons Reservoir, 
then second from water stored in Pinecrest Lake.
 
“End of Spill”

“End of Spill” is a term used in reference to TUD’s water supply. “End of Spill” 
occurs after the high river flows from snow melt have ended, the flow in the 
river has subsided and the water stops spilling over Lyons dam.

This normally occurs about mid-July or later and after which, stored water in 
Lyons Reservoir supplies the County for about 65 days through the summer. 
Then, typically after Labor Day, Lyons water is drawn down from Pinecrest 
Lake to provide water to Tuolumne County in the fall and early winter. Rain 
and snow typically provide river flow once again starting in December and 
the cycle starts over again.

In very dry water years like this year, the End of Spill occured June 4, 2014. 
This adds significantly to the number of days until Labor Day and under these 
dry conditions water is very likely needed from Pinecrest prior to Labor Day. 
This is because Lyons is too small. This unfortunately will result in Pinecrest 
to be drawn down lower in elevation prior to Labor Day than is currently 
allowed. This type of condition has occurred 13 times since 1974 before a 
new law was put in place.

Lyons Reservoir - Spilling…Continued on page 2



The California Drought of 2014
California has experienced drought’s before, in fact so much that it changed the way 
the State has managed its water storage. The Department of Water Resources released 
a brochure to explain the State’s history on drought in 2012, “Drought in California.” 
Here are just a few excerpts from this informative brochure. “The 1928-35 Dustbowl 
drought established hydrologic criteria widely used in designing storage capacity and 
yield of large Northern California reservoirs. The 1976-77 drought, when statewide 
runoff in 1977 hit an all-time low, served as a wake-up call for California water 
agencies that were unprepared for major cutbacks in their supplies. Forty-seven of the 
State’s 58 counties declared local drought-related emergencies at that time.”

For Tuolumne County, and most of the State, this year’s drought will also be marked 
in history. For the first time in the 15-year history of the U.S. Drought monitor, 100% 
of California is experiencing some type of “Severe” drought (as of May 20, 2014). A 
majority of the State (77%) is experiencing “extreme” to “exceptional” drought; the 
two most severe categories. 

As summer continues, Tuolumne Utilities District (TUD) has activated a Drought 
Response Plan. Part of this plan includes, closely monitoring the water stored at 
Lyons Reservoir, the instream flows from our ditch system to the water treatment 
plants, monitoring wells that are being used to supplement water supply, pumping 
water out of New Melones Reservoir for the Columbia water treatment plant, and 
relying on customers to continue to conserve water. Conservation continues to remain 
an important part of balancing the water supply for the County. TUD appreciates 
the response and support we have received from its customers and community in 
conserving water. In April, our treated water customers achieved a reduction of 
32% compared to the same time last year. We understand that water conservation 
is not an easy task for some and we would like to say “thank you” to those who are 
working towards our reduction goal of 50%. To stay updated with the latest drought 
information, visit our website, www.tudwater.com.

lyons Reservoir –  
Water Supply continued…

The new California State law does not allow water in Pinecrest 
Lake to be drawn down lower than a predetermined minimum lake 
elevation until Labor Day. This year, the early End of Spill will 
likely result in the depletion of Lyons Reservoir well before Labor 
Day requiring TUD to receive water from Pinecrest. In order for 
TUD to obtain water from Pinecrest, special permission (Variance) 
from the State is required. TUD has to put in such a request for 
approval of this Variance through PG&E to the State. A variance 
request for approval has been submitted through PG&E to the 
State. TUD is awaiting a response.
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Prioritizing and Allocating Water
written by UCCE Master Gardener Marlys Bell of Tuolumne County

Prioritizing and allocating limited water resources for landscapes and gardens will become increasingly challenging during the 
hottest months of the summer, forcing more tough choices about which plants get the life-saving water. But fortunately for 
the rest, there are strategies that can help them survive.

The first step is prioritizing and developing different levels of intervention. For example, fruit/nut trees are going to need 
water as long as they are bearing fruit. For them, consider installing a “laundry to landscape” graywater system for regular 
water. The guidelines for installation and use are available at www.tuolumnecounty.ca.gov or the Community Resources 
Agency at 48 Yaney Ave. in Sonora. If that is not feasible, install a drip irrigation system supplemented by buckets of water 
recycled from the shower. Building mini-dams and deep mulch basins on the downward side of slopes will help hold and 
prevent water runoff. 

The next step is to clarify the goal for each group of plants. Is it survival or to 
maintain production, function or aesthetic beauty? In the fruit tree example, 
production should be reduced. Thin out all but the minimum amount needed for 
family use. Avoid pruning, fertilizing and provide afternoon shade if possible. 
The same strategies can be used for other priority plants such as trees, valued 
perennials and for younger, less established plants. Mulch, weed control and 
afternoon shade will also help vegetable plants exist on less water.

Finally, existing irrigation systems need to be carefully monitored to ensure 
maximum efficiency and zero waste. The experiences of this summer push us into 
questions of sustainability. If what is being done is not sustainable, what needs to 
change? Let’s figure that out together.

Gardening Questions During the Drought
The Tuolumne County Master Gardeners are here to help answer your questions about gardening and 
to offer water conservation tips during the drought. On Thursdays from now through the month of 
October, you can stop by Orchard Supply Hardware (OSH) located by the garden section, from 10am 
to 4pm to speak with a Master Gardener. They would be glad to share with you the best advice for 
your garden during this drought.
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Summer Approach
As the District looks ahead into the coming summer months 
we will remain focused on continuing to closely monitor our 
water supply so that we can continue to provide drinking 
water, sanitation and fire suppression for the dry summer 
months. Starting this month TUD will begin pumping water 
out of New Melones Reservoir in order to supply water to 
Columbia and Jamestown. The District has estimated the New 
Melones project to cost about $255,540 (including the cost 
of the purchased water). We have recently been notified that 
we should be able to receive some drought related funding 
for this project. 

Another drought related project has been started also in the 
Columbia area. We started an expansion on the Matelot 
Reservoir in Columbia to increase water storage from 6 acre 

feet to 15 acre feet. This is an essential project that will 
help us to supply water to this area during the annual ditch 
outage that occurs in October. The Matelot Reservoir will also 
be used to help support the Columbia Air Attack base.

The challenges of the drought also make it imperative that 
TUD along with the County move forward on a joint effort to 
expand water storage supply. There have been many options 
about how to accomplish such a monumental task in the past 
but now is the time to take action. The District looks forward 
to future dynamic discussions on looking at alternatives and 
possibilities for improved water supply. I pass along this 
quote by Earl Nightingale, “All you need is the plan, the road 
map, and the courage to press on to your destination.”

I would like to start off my column in this newsletter with positive feedback and 
a “thank you” to our customers who have been working so diligently to conserve 
water. I know that setting a reduction goal in January of 50% seemed extreme at 
the time. Our snow pack and water supply have improved since we started mandatory 
conservation measures but we are still way below normal. It is a known fact that it 
takes people some time to make adjustments in their lifestyles, such as conserving 
water, before it actually starts to take shape as a habit. With this in mind, that was 
the approach we took with setting such extreme water conservation measures in the 
cooler winter and spring months. I am happy to report that you all have been doing 
an amazing job in conserving by reducing your treated water use overall by 47% in 
May. This water conservation has helped and we greatly appreciate the fact that 
most of you are all taking our pleas for conservation so seriously.
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