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Introduction  
Van Norden Lake and Meadow Acquisition History 
Prior to 2011 the land on which Van Norden Dam and Lake sits was on a Nevada County parcel owned 
by the Royal Gorge LLC company. That company went into receivership in 2011 and the parcel 
containing the dam was acquired by the Truckee Donner Land Trust (TDLT) with a Placer County parcel 
that encompassed an additional portion of the lake and meadow area. The original Nevada County 
parcel included the remnants of Van Norden Dam and 163 acres of the Van Norden Lake and 
surrounding wetlands. Subsequently TDLT expanded the Placer County parcel through a land swap with 
Sugar Bowl Corporation to include the entire Van Norden Lake and meadow area. TDLT purchased the 
land with funds from supporters with the 
clear mandate to preserve the land in its 
state at the time which they acknowledged 
in their publications and presentations (see 
Figure 1 and this link).  

Van Norden Dam and Lake History 
While dams were built as early as the 
1870s in Donner Summit Valley, the 
remnants of the current dam were 
originally built in 1910. The 24 foot high 
dam impounded 5800 acre-feet of water 
and was owned and operated by Pacific 
Gas and Electric to supplement flow to 
their hydro-electric plants further 
downstream on the South Yuba River. In 
1976 the dam was breached to a height of 
10 feet at the spillway which is its current 
configuration. The dam was removed from the jurisdiction of the California Division of Safety of Dams 
(DSOD) from 1976 until 2011. In 2011 the dam was determined to impound more than 50 acre-feet of 
water and was returned to the jurisdiction of the State. DSOD notified the then receiver that the dam 
was out of compliance with current codes and then subsequently notified TDLT when they acquired the 
land. For more information consult the Division of Safety of Dams historical record. 

Van Norden Lake Water Rights 
Pre-1914 water rights for 5800 acre-feet of water were licensed to PG&E while they operated the dam. 
When PG&E breached the dam in 1976 they only transferred licensed rights to 2200 acre-feet of storage 
to Fordyce Lake. Rights to the water remaining 3061 acre-feet of water in Van Norden Lake were 
abandoned by PG&E and there was no further action by the Water Quality Control Board (WQCB) 
concerning the water rights until 2011. At that time the WQCB notified TDLT that they must apply to 
license rights to any water impounded between April and November by Van Norden Dam. TDLT took no 
action to secure the water rights and under a drought emergency mandate in October 2015 the WQCR 
issued an order for TDLT to drain the lake. (See discussion below for more information) 

Current Hydrological Status of Van Norden Lake and Wetlands 

http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/2014/05/12/van-norden-lake-bait-switch/
http://onthesummit.net/Docs/VanNordenDam-staterecord1-13.pdf


http://www.mynevadacounty.com/nc/cda/planning/docs/Planning%20Projects/Current%20Planning%20Projects/Van%20Norden/PIQ.pdf
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Section 1 c. Code Violations: To your knowledge, are there any Code violations occurring on this 
property, including the issuance of a Warning Notice or a Citation for the subject property? ___ yes  
no If yes, describe: 

The following statement is not correct 

The Division of Dam Safety has mandated that the spillway be lowered at least five feet. 

Instructions from the DSOD clearly state that the dam only has to be lowered to a level that will reduce 
the size of the lake to less than 50 acre-feet (personal communication with Aspet Ordoubigian, DSOD 
Area Engineer in charge of Van Norden dam). According to bathymetry analysis performed by Balance 
Hydrologics, that would only be a decrease of 2.2 feet (see Figure 2). 

 

The statements in the questionnaire cite dam safety considerations and county code as well as the 
Martis Creek dam. While the implication to Van Norden dam is implicit, there is no data to indicate that 
Van Norden dam is at risk of failure. While the original dam was deemed incapable of holding 5800 acre-
feet of water, the remnants of that dam currently hold less than 3% of that volume. Reduction of the 
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assured that water rights were available and that the normal process would not be longer than a few 
years. This was also communicated to us by the Director of TDLT, the applicant, in an email dated 
11/12/14 in which Mr Norris acknowledges that water rights processing time was 3-5 years (see 
Attachment C).  This refusal to obtain proper water rights by TDLT is a red herring that they are 
purposely using to justify their destruction of the lake and wetlands (see discussion below). 

Section 3f. Are there existing erosion problems or geologic hazards occurring on this site, such as 
landslides, mudslides, ground failures, earthquake faults or similar hazards? If yes, describe: 

Again the statements paint the existing dam with the problems of the previous configuration before the 
spillway was notched in 1976. A spillway reduction of 2.2 feet would maintain a less than 50 acre-feet 
lake and be of no risk according the DSOD. 



http://www.mynevadacounty.com/nc/cda/planning/docs/Planning%20Projects/Current%20Planning%20Projects/Van%20Norden/GroundwaterEffectsduringDrawdown20160209.pdf


http://www.mynevadacounty.com/nc/cda/planning/docs/Planning%20Projects/Current%20Planning%20Projects/Van%20Norden/HydraulicMemo20150715.pdf




http://www.mynevadacounty.com/nc/cda/planning/docs/Planning%20Projects/Current%20Planning%20Projects/Van%20Norden/BioReport_20140217.pdf


[10] 
  

While the Western Toad was mentioned 
as a resident amphibian in the study 
area, the size and vitality of this 
population could not be appreciated 
from such a short study period. In fact, 
the Donner Summit Valley has one of 
the most robust populations of Western 
Toad in the Sierras. The unique habitat 
created by the shallow areas of Van 
Norden Lake (other lakes in the area are 
too deep) produced tens of thousands 
of toads each year. Please refer to a 
complete discussion of the Western 
Toad phenomenon at Van Norden lake 
in Attachment B for more information. 
This project will drain all of the more 
than 16 acres of shallow lake that now 
provides prime breeding habitat for this 
amphibian. The Western Toad is now 
classified at near-Threatened  by the ICxxx and populations throughout the Sierra are dropping, except 
in the Donner Summit Valley. Moreover, the main cause of the population decrease is habitat 
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destruction. As amphibian populations decrease world wide, it makes no sense to allow for the 
destruction of prime breeding habitat like that provided by Van Norden Lake. 

With respect to special 
status animals. Dudek has 
rightly identified Van 
Norden Lake as prime 
habitat for the special 
status animals such as the 
Bald Eagle and White 
Pelican. To supplement 
their observations I can 
confirm and document 
that in fact both of these 
species do take up summer 
residence in Van Norden 
Lake. Please refer to the 
photographs in Figures 10 
and 11 which shows both 
species at the lake. In fact, 
Van Norden lake due to its shallow waters and abundant fish population supports a group of 10-20 
white pelicans every year. This year the white pelicans were at the lake until the end of July when the 
lake finally drained to a level too low to support them. This project will drain the lake completely year 
round which will remove the fishery that support the Eagles and Pelicans thus extirpating these species 
from the Donner Summit Valley. Certainly changes as drastic as this require a more comprehensive 
study as suggested by Dudek to determine the feasibility of destroying this habitat. 

The thorough report done by Dudek showing the intricate dependencies of the current biological 
conditions in the 
Donner Summit Valley 
clearly show that it is 
not possible to isolate 
the effects of this 
project on this complex 
ecosystem as has been 
done in this 
application. 
Permanently draining 
Van Norden Lake will 
cause drastic habitat 
changes that will have 
far reaching 
consequences 
throughout the Valley. 
Moreover, there will be 
destruction of unique 



http://www.mynevadacounty.com/nc/cda/planning/docs/Planning%20Projects/Current%20Planning%20Projects/Van%20Norden/MgmtPlan-Att1and2onlycompressed.pdf


http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/
https://www.facebook.com/savevannordenlake?ref=hl
https://vimeo.com/173189463
https://vimeo.com/178617302
https://vimeo.com/154068096
https://vimeo.com/178617302
https://vimeo.com/178617302
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The following statement is incorrect. 

There are several similar open water lake habitats within the study area for wildlife use. 

This unsupported statement that implies alternative habitats that are similar to Van Norden Lake is not 
true. Van Norden Lake is unique in the area because is very shallow with an average depth of only 2 ft 
due to its location on a flat floodplain in the Summit Valley. Every other lake in the area is much deeper 
and poorer in vegetation or are completely surrounded by shoreline development. As discussed below 
the unique shallow waters make for prime breeding habitat for water fowl and the Western Toad.  

The following statement is not true 

The post project wetland habitat will be more diverse and adjacent to existing high alpine wetland 
meadows and riparian habitat, increasing the overall watershed functions. 

The post project wetlands will be much drier earlier in the season. Without open water and willow 
wetlands there will be no fishery or breeding habitat for waterfowl and western toad and no food 
source for predatory raptors and White Pelicans. The result will be a reduction in diversity of fish, 
amphibians and birds. The project converts the highly diverse lacustrine, marsh and willow thicket 
wetlands into more of the existing drier montane wet/dry meadow (see Attachment E). The fact is the 
result of the project will be a decrease in diversity.  
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attempt made again to piecemeal this project and isolate it from the effects it will have on the entire 
Summit Valley ecosystem (see discussion below).  

In an attempt to snap shot conditions, the applicant describes the area as freshwater mudflats. This was 
true when they took their photographs in July. However, it was only for a short period of approximately 
4 weeks during the entire year that this condition was true. Photos in Figure 3 clearly show the area was 
inundated by Van Norden Lake until the end of June and there were 90+ acres of willow wetlands 
surrounding the lake. Photos in Figure 3 also show that the mudflats that formed when the lake drained 
in July, were dry by the first week in August. It would therefore be incorrect to use the conditions 
described in the application to assess the conditions of the wetlands during most of the year.  

Section 2.1.4 Impact to Rare, Threatened or Endangered Species 

 The following statement is incorrect. 

Direct impacts of the Project on rare, threatened, or endangered species within the Van Norden Dam 
project area are not expected to be significant. 

Again Ms Carpenter must have missed this section in the Biology Report. There are several special status 
species that will be drastically affected by this project including the Bald Eagle and White Pelican. In 
addition, there will be serious habitat reduction for the near-endangered Western Toad (see discussion 
below). Finally, there will be a drastic reduction of the willow thicket wetlands surrounding the lake the 
will drastically reduce habitat for the endangered Willow Flycatcher (see discussion below). Threats to 
any of these species should be of concern when considering the project. The omission of these threats in 
the application are a serious deficiency that should be corrected before the application is considered. 

Additional Comments  
In addition to the comments on specific supporting documents I would like Nevada County to consider 
the following general comments concerning this project. 

Piecemealing the Project 
As discussed in comments above, this application is a blatant attempt at isolating the lowering of the 
dam from its effects on the entire lake and wetland ecosystem. TDLT has intentionally split off the land 
on which the dam sits from the original parcel that included the dam and the lake (see Figure 14). The 
intent is clear. By isolating a new parcel with the dam on it from the lake and wetland portion they hope 
to avoid the environmental scrutiny that such a drastic change in the Summit Valley requires. This 
maneuver is not only dishonest but it is contrary to the intent of the CEQA process. There is ample case 
law against this type of activity and provides grounds for future legal action if it is not corrected in this 
application. 

Setting an Artificial No-lake Baseline 
This is another attempt by the applicant to avoid a thorough environmental review.  As discussed above 
like most meadows in the Sierra Nevada, the Donner Summit Valley experiences seasonal changes in 
precipitation that effect the hydrology of the Valley. With the heavy snowfall and winter rains as shown 
in Figure 15, there are large volumes of water that flow through the valley during winter, spring and 
early summer. In its current configuration with the 10 ft high spillway in place and a 24 inch diameter 
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drainpipe, water is stored in Van Norden Lake starting as early as November (if the rains are heavy) and 
lasting until the beginning of July. Flows through the spillway are greater than 2000 cfs during heavy 
runoff periods which overcome any effects of the drainpipe which can has a maximum flow of 
approximately 30 cfs or less. 

 

The attempt by the applicant to characterize the pre project conditions as having no lake present are 
based upon only a short seasonal period during the summer when traditionally dry conditions exist. 
They do not represent conditions which are present for more than half of the year. Moreover, the lake is 
present during the most critical period with respect to the growing season for meadow vegetation as 
well breeding season for most of the wildlife in the Valley. The lake is also present during the spring bird 
migration and is used as a stopover area by migrating birds including Sand Hill Cranes (see Figure 11). 

Any meaningful environmental review of this project must take into account its effects on the entire 
hydrological and environmental seasonal cycle in the valley and not just a short summer snapshot. 

 

Threats to Special Status and Endangered Species 
The Biological Report clearly identifies threats to the Bald Eagle and White Pelican that are summer 
residents at Van Norden Lake. In addition, this project will drastically reduce the breeding habitat of the 
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that currently the water rights for water in the Summit Valley have reverted to the state after PG&E 
abandoned them in 1976 when they breached the dam. The letter clearly lays out the alternatives for 
TDLT to proceed and the first one is to apply to WRCB for the water rights. In personal communications 
with Mr. Contreras in May of 2014, he assured me that the water rights were available and that there 
were no a priori reasons that would preclude TDLT from obtaining the rights. I followed up on this 
conversation by contacting a prominent Sacramento water rights attorney who confirmed that obtaining 
the water rights was not only possible but probable. Finally, in discussions with the US Forest Service 
about their subsequent ownership of the Summit Valley Land I was told by the district ranger Johanne 
Robique that she did not doubt that water rights could be obtained. 

In an effort to solve this water rights issue, our organization SaveVanNordenLake.Org, made an offer to 
the applicant to buy the land on which the dam and lake reside and assume responsibility for procuring 
the water rights to keep a less than 50 acre-feet lake on the property (see Attachment C). Our plan was 
to put a permanent conservation easement on the property and maintain is as a nature preserve. 
Unfortunately, TDLT would not agree to this solution.  We then negotiated with TDLT in which our group 
would finance the procurement of water rights with the stipulation that they retain ownership of the 
land that the dam was on (see Attachment C). This solution also failed due to the refusal of the forest 
service as future owners of the land to participate in the agreement. 

The relevance of this information is that contrary to the claims that the applicant has made that it was 
impossible to procure the water rights, the simple truth is they who have refused to apply for these 
rights. It seems pretty obvious that they have intentionally avoided applying for the rights knowing full 
well that the State would have no alternative but to make them drain the lake. This is a simple legal 
maneuver that the applicant is using to absolve themselves of the habitat destruction that this project 
would cause in the Summit Valley. And to be clear, our organization is still willing to finance 
procurement of the water rights to a less than 50 acre-feet lake by the applicant as one form of 
mitigation that would preserve at least some of the habitat in the Valley. 

  



http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/
http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/
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Attachment A 
Downstream Effects of Van Norden Lake on the South Yuba River 

The following attachment is a post published in the online blog Van Norden Log at the 
SaveVanNordenLake.Org website at the following link 

http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/2015/12/05/draining-van-norden-lake-absurd-
assertions-2-van-norden-lake-bad-yuba/ 

Please see the online article to access the accompanying video. 

 

 

  

 

 

 

  

http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/2015/12/05/draining-van-norden-lake-absurd-assertions-2-van-norden-lake-bad-yuba/
http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/2015/12/05/draining-van-norden-lake-absurd-assertions-2-van-norden-lake-bad-yuba/


http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/2015/11/17/absurd-assertions-1/
http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/2015/11/17/absurd-assertions-1/
http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/author/admin/
http://onthesummit.net/Docs/IncorporatinglakesintostreamnetworkJones2010.pdf
https://www.facebook.com/savevannordenlake
http://onthesummit.net/Docs/BluePaper-ThefutureofVanNordenMeado-Savingthelakeandwetlands.pdf
http://onthesummit.net/Docs/OpenlettertoTDLT6-14.pdf
http://onthesummit.net/Docs/OpenlettertoTDLT6-14.pdf
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/14EPTdFLcaq-e9CVL4PEw5-w4PPZcbpB49lG10y4QP5Q/viewform
http://onthesummit.net/Docs/VanNordenbrochure4-15.pdf
http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/2015/11/17/absurd-assertions-1/
http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/2015/11/17/absurd-assertions-1/
http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/2015/10/29/trespassing/
http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/2015/10/28/jewel-heist-reality-check/
http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/2015/10/27/great-donner-summit-jewel-heist/
http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/2015/10/27/great-donner-summit-jewel-heist/
http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/preserve-van-norden-lake-wetlands/
http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/van-norden-log/
http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/van-norden-log/posts/
http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/what-you-can-do/
http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/information/
http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/information/summit-valley-historical-information/
http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/information/summit-valley-historical-information/
http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/information/technical-information/
http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/links/
http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/contact-us/
http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/about-us/
http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/
http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/
http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/preserve-van-norden-lake-wetlands/
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http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/information/
http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/links/
http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/contact-us/
http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/about-us/


Absurd Assertions about Draining Van Norden Lake in the Donner Summit Valley

http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/2015/12/05/draining-van-norden-lake-absurd-assertions-2-van-norden-lake-bad-yuba/[12/6/2015 9:13:27 AM]

Yuba dry riverbed in Setember upstream of Van
 Norden meadow

 somewhat unique in that the area experiences some
 of the highest snowfall amounts in California with an
 average of 34 ft (see this link). As a result water is
 sequestered as snow from the months of November
 to April or May and the South Yuba, Castle Creek,
 and Van Norden Lake remain frozen during this
 period. In normal and dry years the flow down the
 Yuba is minimal during this period (unless there are
 heavy winter rains).

It is not until the spring melt in April and May that the
 flow down the Yuba starts in earnest and as we will
 see by the data discussed below, that flow comes to
 an end in mid summer. The reality is that other than
 the period from April to July, for much of the year the Donner Summit Valley and Van Norden Lake and
 Meadow are effectively disconnected from the flow of the downstream South Yuba and as a result have
 very little influence on it.

http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2015/12/Rocky-riverbed-of-Yuba-river-at-east-end-of-Van-Norden-Meadow-01-9-22-14_resize.jpg
http://onthesummit.net/Doca/2015SnowfallSnowpackchart.pdf
http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2015/12/Absurd-Assertions2-Figure1-4web.jpg
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Taking a closer look – The big disconnect

As with most things in this world the devil is in the details, so let’s look a little closer at the data. The same
 temperature data for 2014 is shown in Figure 2 for just the sites immediately upstream and downstream of
 the lake and meadow. The site at Kingvale is also included for reasons that will be explained below.

As is often the case in science it is important to look at all aspects of the data. In order to understand that
 Van Norden Lake has very little influence on the downstream Yuba it is important to look at the frequencies
 of the temperature readings at the upstream and downstream sites instead of the values of the temperature
 readings.

You will notice that there are not contiguous readings
 for Sites 58, 39 and 41 during the summer and early
 fall. The reason for these gaps is due to the fact that
 during these months there is no water flowing to take
 temperature readings. What this data shows is really
 the crux of the situation with the Yuba River in the
 Summit Valley. The fact is that vast majority of water

http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2015/12/Absurd-Assertions2-Figure2-4web.jpg
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Dry input of Yuba into Van Noden Lake – September

Dry input of Castle Creek into Van Noden Lake –
 October

 drains out of the Summit Valley from April through
 June and there is not enough water coming out of the
 watershed during the summer and early fall to keep
 the River flowing past July. As a result, the Donner
 Summit Valley is disconnected from the downstream
 Yuba River during that period.

As the data shows, the disconnect starts downstream at Site 58 in early summer and then moves up to the
 output of the dam in midsummer and is finally disconnected from the upper Yuba when it goes dry in late
 summer (see the August flyover video below).

While the input from Castle Creek continues during
 the summer, it is at such a low flow that it is
 dissipated when it enters the meadow and is not
 enough to supply the Yuba. The simple truth of the
 matter is, contrary to what has been stated by
 SYRCL, for most of the summer and early fall Van
 Norden Lake is disconnected from the downstream
 Yuba and really has no effect at all. And lest you
 think that this disconnection is due to the dam, keep
 in mind that the 180 acre-ft of water that is in the
 current lake is less than a day of flow down the Yuba
 during the melt. This natural disconnection has
 always occurred in the Summit Valley except in the
 heavier snowfall years. It is part of the reason that
 the valley probably never supported a fish population.
 The yearly occurrence of this phenomenon is shown
 in Figure 3 which shows data for the last 3 years showing that each year the Yuba disconnects during the
 summer months.

http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2015/12/Yuba-dry-riverbed-at-entrance-to-Van-Norden-Lake-01-9-19-15_resize.jpg
http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2015/12/Dry-inlet-of-Castle-Creek-in-drained-Van-Norden-Lake-04-10-25-15_resize.jpg
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Looking Downstream

It is SYRCL’s claim that Van Norden Lake adversely affects the downstream Yuba River by raising the
 temperature above 20° C. Their own data show that this in fact cannot really happen because the Yuba
 realy goes dry below Van Norden Lake (see our flyover of the Yuba below). You may be saying to yourself
 right now, wait a minute, what about site 38 just below Kingvale which shows continuous flow all year? This
 is where things get really interesting. If water is not coming down the Yuba above Kingvale, how is it that
 there can be a nice cool supply of water running all year from Kingvale down to Cisco and beyond.  The
 answer to that riddle is shown in Figure 4.  It turns out that there are three small lakes, Kidd and Upper and
 Lower Cascade, up on the ridge south of Kingvale that have PG&E dams on them.

http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2015/12/Absurd-Assertions2-Figure3-4web.jpg
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During the summer months water is released from these lakes and it flows down into the Yuba just
 below Kingvale and provides the water to keep the Yuba alive from Kingvale on. The real irony is that when
 Van Norden Lake was operated as a full 5800 acre-ft lake, cool water was released from the bottom of the
 lake every year to keep a continuous flow of the Yuba all year. You really have to scratch your head and
 wonder how the SYRCL Science Director can claim that they are concerned about keeping the river
 connected when the only time the river was truly connected was when there was much more “cement”
 involved. It is unfortunate that SYRCL cannot let go of its overpowering anti-dam bias to see that in fact the
 only reason that there is a flowing upper Yuba River for a good part of the year is due to strategically
 placed dams.

We should point out another misconception that is being fostered by SYRCL and TDLT concerning their
 proposed plan for breaching Van Norden dam. The Science Director claims that the plan will “reconnect”
 the Yuba flowing in the Summit Valley. This is incorrect. The announced plan by TDLT calls for a breach of
 the dam to lower it 5 ft. While lowering the dam to this level will effectively drain the lake and lower the
 water table in the valley by 5 ft, the spillway will remain and the Yuba in the Summit Valley will continue to
 disconnect from the downstream river every summer. The plan will do nothing to change the downstream
 flow (or no flow) of the Yuba. What it will do is remove the lake so that TDLT can sell the land to the US
 Forest Service for $2 million dollars.

One of the tenets of the scientific method is to try to minimize bias in the collection and analysis of data.
 There is a real danger when science is done to further an agenda. The literature is littered with discredited
 work done to further a personal bias or agenda. The Donner Summit Valley and Van Norden Lake and
 Meadow are unique high elevation resources sitting at the headwaters of the South Yuba River. The unique
 combination of local weather and habitats requires that any analyses take those unique attributes into
 account. Applying principles and methods from different ecological environments can not only lead to
 invalid conclusions, but can also be detrimental. Van Norden Lake and its surrounding wetlands are the
 result of some very unique influences, both natural and manmade. The result is a unique combination of
 habitats that foster increased biodiversity in the Summit Valley. Considering the local contribution that these
 unique habitats make to the Donner Summit Valley and the fact that they do not really affect the
 downstream Yuba River, it seems only prudent to preserve them.

And for Next time

We would expect that SYRCL and TDLT might respond to this article with a claim that their future “meadow
 restoration” plan will magically provide more water to the valley. In our next installment we will discuss
 some of the fallacies and misconceptions of what meadow restoration can really do in the Donner Summit
 Valley.

Fly over the Summit Valley during the dry summer

http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2015/12/Absurd-Assertions2-Figure4-4web.jpg


Absurd Assertions about Draining Van Norden Lake in the Donner Summit Valley

http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/2015/12/05/draining-van-norden-lake-absurd-assertions-2-van-norden-lake-bad-yuba/[12/6/2015 9:13:27 AM]

The following flyover is from Google Earth in August of 2012. It shows how the Yuba goes dry in summer
 down to Kingvale. The Yuba stays dry until the rains come in the fall and it is covered by snow in the winter.
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Attachment B 
Effects of this project on the Western Toad populations in Van Norden Lake. 

The following attachment is a post published in the online blog Van Norden Log at the 
SaveVanNordenLake.Org website at the following link 

http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/2016/06/10/toadal-tragedy/ 

Please see the online article to observe the accompanying video. 
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Toadal Tragedy | Save Van Norden Lake and Wetlands
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In a world where amphibian populations are decreasing everywhere, the wetlands of Van Norden Lake in
the Donner Summit Valley are an oasis for the Western (or Boreal) Toad. Due to the unique shallow waters
of Lake Van Norden there are over 16 acres of shoreline in the back bay that is optimum breeding habitat
for the toads. The conditions are perfect and the toads take full advantage of them.

The Cycle

Every spring right after the snow melts (April-June
depending how heavy a winter) along the shore of the
back bay of Van Norden Lake and the shallow waters
are warmed by the sun, the male and female toads
start their courtship. The smaller males will attach
themselves piggy-back to the larger females to form a
mating pair. The female will start laying eggs in long
gelatinous strands and the male will fertilize them as
the eggs are extruded (see video below). Each mating
pair can produce up to 16,000 eggs. The young
hatchling tadpoles emerge in 2-3 weeks depending on
the temperature of the water and begin grazing on the
rich aquatic plant and algae in the wetlands along the
shore. While many of the tadpoles are gobbled up by
the fish and aquatic birds (including the White Pelicans), a large number will complete metamorphosis into
young toads in the next 4-6 weeks.

Anyone who has visited the Summit Valley in late July
and early August has experienced the bloom of young
toads. In a normal breeding year there can be as many
as 100 mating pairs laying eggs in the lake shallows.
That means

100 mating pairs x 16,000 egg/pair = 1.6 million eggs

If only 10% of those eggs make it to young toads that is
160,000 young hoppers that invade Van Norden
Meadow in the middle of summer. The meadow literally
comes alive as the new amphibians leave the lake and
invade the meadow in search of food. It is a sight to
behold. Many of the young toads may fall prey to some
predation but the toads do produce toxins in their skin
that make them unpalatable to many predotors.

As summer ends and the meadow dries out the surviving young toads will bury themselves in the mud at
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Attachment C 
Documents pertaining to negotiations between TDLT and myself concerning an offer to buy the property 
and subsequently an offer to finance an application for water rights and maintenance of the dam. The 
documents below include correspondences and draft agreements. Unfortunately, agreement could not 
be reached due to the refusal of the US Forest Service to participate in the agreement. These documents 
provide supporting documentation for the discussion of the water rights issue as well as dam safety 
concerns. 

  



lamson
Highlight





E.  M ARK H IMELSTEIN     P.O.  B OX 670  

        ATTORNEY AT LAW       SODA SPRINGS ,  CA   95728  
                   ____ 
           TELEPHONE :  (530)  426 - 3727  
                   FAX :  (530)  426 - 0620  
                   WWW . HIMELLAW . COM  
    EMAIL :  MH @HIMELLAW . COM  
 
 
 
                July 9, 2014 
 
Anne Chadwick 
President, Truckee Donner Land Trust 
P.O. Box 8816 
Truckee, CA  96162 
 
     Re:  Van Norden Meadow 
 
Dear Anne: 
 
 George Lamson and Bill Oudegeest have asked me to reply to your letter to them dated 
July 2, 2014, with an alternate proposal meant to preserve the lake and wetlands at the Van 
Norden Meadow. 
 
 They propose that the Van Norden Meadow be partitioned in both Nevada and Placer 
Counties in order to create separate parcels, one which would constitute meadow only and would 
be transferred to the US Forest Service by the Land Trust, as presently planned and the second, 
which would include the area from the spillway east, to include the lake and wetlands, which 
would be held in perpetuity as a water source and as wetlands.  A map is enclosed showing the 
details of the suggested partition, which is estimated to be about 25% of the total Meadow. 
 
 They have funding in place of $400,000 toward the purchase of the new bi-county parcels 
containing the lake and wetlands. The actual amount of the purchase would be subject to a 
written appraisal by an appraiser agreeable to all parties, so long as the appraised value does not 
exceed $400,000.  Ownership of the property would be through a non-profit 501(c) (3) 
organization to be formed to preserve the area as open space and wetlands into perpetuity.   As 
an alternative, they are open to transferring stewardship of the wetlands parcel to a federal or 
state agency or other conservation organization so long as the conditions set forth herein are 
guaranteed. 
 
 This offer is conditioned on the Land Trust agreement with the following conditions:  (1)  
The purchase would not occur until 2015 to permit the completion of the financing of the 
original Royal Gorge land purchase by the Land Trust; (2) The spillway would be breached a 
maximum of 2.2 feet to permit 50 acre feet of water to remain in the Van Norden Meadow, in 
perpetuity; (3) A successful application to secure water rights to preserve the wetlands be 
initiated by the Land Trust; (4)  A conservation easement or similar restriction be placed across 
the lake and wetlands portion of the parceled property to ensure it not be developed in any way; 
and, (5) Agreement of the U.S. Forest Service to take that portion of the dry Meadow caused by 
the suggested partition. 
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forth herein.  The claims covered by this waiver include, but are not limited to, the expression of any 
opposition, in any forum or media, challenging the approval of and Project Approvals and Entitlements. 

Acknowledgement by TDLT (initials to be inserted here): _____ 
Acknowledgement by Bill Oudegeest (initials to be inserted here): _____  
Acknowledgement by Nancy Oudegeest (initials to be inserted here): _____  
Acknowledgement by George Lamson (initials to be inserted here): _____  
Acknowledgement by Linda Cashion (initials to be inserted here): _____  

6. Notices 

All communications, notices and demands of any kind which either Party may be required or 
desire to give or serve upon the other Party shall be made in writing (unless expressly provided 
otherwise) and will be effective (i) immediately upon delivery by facsimile, email or in person, provided 
delivery is made during regular business hours or receipt is acknowledged by a person reasonably 
believed by the delivering Party to be employed by the recipient, or (ii) twenty-four (24) hours after 
deposit with a commercial courier or delivery service for overnight delivery, provided delivery is made 
during regular business hours or receipt is acknowledged by a person reasonably believed by the 
delivering Party to be employed by the recipient, or (iii) three (3) days after deposit with the United 
States Postal Service, certified mail, return receipt requested, postage prepaid. All notices must be 
properly addressed and delivered to the Parties at the addresses set forth below. 

 

To TDLT:   Perry Norris 
P.O. Box 8816, Truckee, CA  96162 

  perry@tdlandtrust.org  
 
To the Group:   Bill Oudegeest and Nancy Oudegeest  
  P.O. Box 728, Soda Springs, CA  95728  
   Bill@Oudegeest.com  

   George Lamson and Linda Cashion 
     P.O. Box 1054, Soda Springs, CA  95728  
      lamsongf@yahoo.com 

7. Waiver 

Any failure of any Party to comply with any obligation, covenant, agreement, or condition may 
be waived by the Party entitled to the benefits thereof only by a written instrument signed by the Party 
granting such waiver, and such waiver or failure to insist upon strict compliance with an obligation, 
covenant, agreement, or condition shall not operate as a waiver of, or estoppel with respect to, any 
subsequent or other failure to comply. 

8. Binding Effect on the Parties 

mailto:perry@tdlandtrust.org
mailto:Bill@Oudegeest.com
mailto:lamsongf@yahoo.com
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_________________________________                                 ______________________________ 

George Lamson          Linda Cashion 

 

_________________________________     _______________________________ 

Bill Oudegeest         Nancy Oudegeest 
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Attachment D 
Letter from the Water Quality Control Boart to TDLT explaining the water rights situation for Van 
Norden Lake. 
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Attachment E 
Discussion of the different habitats in the Donner Summit Valley as a result of the distribution of water 
in the valley. 

The following attachment is a post published in the online blog Van Norden Log at the 
SaveVanNordenLake.Org website at the following link 

http://onthesummit.net/wordpress/savevannorden/2015/05/12/tale-meadows/ 

 



Van Norden Log �t Posted 5/12/15 @ SAVEVANNORDENLAKE.ORG 

A Tale  of  Two  Meadows  

"It  was  the  best  of  times,  it  was  the  worst  of  times,  it  was  the  age  of  reason,  
it  was  the  age  of  foolishness,  it  was  the  wettest  of  meadows,  it  was  the  
driest  of  meadows..."  

Please forgive the literary theft of Charles Dickens words, but they seem to apply so well to the 
present situation in the Donner Summit Valley. In an amazing turn of events over the last two 
years, the preservation of the Summit Valley has been transformed into "restoration" of a valley 
that may never have existed. In a rather self-fulfilling manner, Truckee Donner Land Trust 
(TDLT) has created a rationale that will completely transform the Valley destroying a unique 
combination of open water lake and rare alpine marshland habitats in the name of an alleged 
scientific restoration. It is all based on a clever little ploy that takes advantage of the current 
asymmetric distribution of water in  the valley. 

When you examine the current habitat configuration of the Summit Valley as shown in Figure 1 
(for a more in depth discussion of habitats see this post), it is easy to see how TDLT could 
formulate its current plan. The plan is  based on a myopic view of the valley, choosing to 
concentrate on one half of the valley and ignore the other. The Valley today currently contains a 
shallow water lake and its adjacent marshland habitat at its west end and the remaining eastern 
portion of the valley is seasonal wet/dry meadow. It is easy to separate the valley into two 
"meadows" based on this asymmetric distribution of water and their associated habitats, one at 

Figure 1. Currently the habitats in the Donner Summit valley are configured asymmetrically 
with lake and marshlands at the western end and seasonal wet/dry meadow at the eastern 
end. 








