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Abstract 
 

 

Pursuant to the National Environmental Policy Act of 1969, as amended, the U.S. Army Corps of 

Engineers, Sacramento District, in cooperation with the U.S. Forest Service, Sequoia National 

Forest, has prepared this Draft Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) for the Federal action 

proposed to remediate seismic, seepage, and hydrologic dam safety concerns at the Isabella Lake 

Main and Auxiliary Dams.  Isabella Lake is located on the Kern River approximately 45 miles 

northeast of Bakersfield, Kern County, California.   

 

This Draft EIS identifies, evaluates, and documents the environmental effects of an array of 

remediation alternatives that are necessary to prevent loss of life, extensive downstream damage, 

functional loss of the project, and the loss of all project benefits.  Implementing the proposed 

project represents a large and complex modification project that involves altering the Isabella 

Dams and Spillway, constructing new structures and facilities, and performing numerous 

associated support actions over an anticipated multi-year construction period.  This Draft EIS 

allows opportunity for public and review agencies to provide comments and will help ensure that 

implementation of this needed project can be achieved with the least possible impacts. 

 

A 45-day comment period on the Draft EIS began with the publication of the Environmental 

Protection Agency's Notice of Availability in the Federal Register on March 23, 2012.  All 

comments received during the comment period will be considered in the preparation of the Final 

EIS.  Comment letters received during the public review period along with responses, will be 

included in the Final EIS. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

INTRODUCTION  

This Draft Environmental Impact Statement (Draft EIS) has been prepared by the US 

Army Corps of Engineers (Corps), Sacramento District in cooperation with US Forest 

Service, Sequoia National Forest, Kern River Ranger District (USFS). The Draft EIS 

evaluates the environmental, cultural, and socioeconomic impacts of implementing the 

proposed Isabella Lake Dam Safety Modification Project (Isabella DSM Project) to 

remediate existing seismic, seepage, and hydrologic deficiencies in the Main Dam, 

Spillway, and Auxiliary Dam. The Corps is the Federal lead agency and the USFS is the 

cooperating agency for the Isabella DSM Project. This analysis was carried out to meet 

requirements of the National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (NEPA). Following 

public and agency review and comment of this Draft EIS, a Final EIS will be prepared 

and considered before a decision is made whether to approve the project for construction. 

PROJECT PURPOSE 

The Corps is proposing risk reduction measures to minimize the potential for and 

consequences of a catastrophic downstream flooding event by remediating the significant 

seismic, hydrologic, and seepage deficiencies at the Isabella Main and Auxiliary Dams 

and spillway for safe and effective functioning at authorized capacity, while reducing the 

risk to the downstream public to tolerable levels. This would support the ultimate goal of 

having a safe facility that meets Corps risk reduction guidelines for existing dams and 

allows the project to provide the benefits for which it was authorized.  Risk is defined as 

a measure of the probability and severity of undesirable consequences or outcome. 

PROJECT LOCATION  

Isabella Lake is on the Kern River in the Sierra Nevada, in the southernmost part of the 

Sequoia National Forest, Kern County, California (Figure ES-1 and Figure ES-2). It is 

located approximately 35 miles (50 river miles) northeast of Bakersfield, along Highway 

178 and one mile upstream of the town of Lake Isabella. The Kern River drains an area of 

2,100 square miles and is the most southerly of the major streams flowing into the San 

Joaquin Valley. The North Fork and South Fork of the Kern River comprise the 

headwaters, and each flows approximately 90 miles from the High Sierra to their 

confluence, about 1¼ miles upstream of Isabella Main Dam.  Downstream of Isabella 

Main Dam, the Kern River flows through the Kern River Gorge, and into the San Joaquin 

Valley. From the mouth of the canyon, the Kern River flows 85 miles to its terminus at 

Tulare Lakebed. There are five power plants on the lower portion of the river and 

numerous irrigation diversions off the river, between the canyon mouth and Tulare 

Lakebed. During years with exceptionally large runoff, when the Tulare Lake basin is 

threatened with flooding, all or a portion of the runoff is diverted to the California 

Aqueduct via the Kern River-California Aqueduct Intertie. 
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Figure ES-1 Study Area Location 
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Figure ES-2 Project Area Location 
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