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LOS ANGELES — With the help of 
the Los Angeles District, stakeholders in 
Southern California captured approximate-
ly 30,000-acre feet of stormwater runoff 
valued at $25 million for local ground-
water replenishment during December’s 
heavy rainfall.

Prado and Whittier Narrows dams ac-
tively captured the runoff, with Hansen and 
Santa Fe dams playing a passive role in re-
taining widespread storm flows for ground-
water replenishment instead of running into 
the Pacific Ocean.

Impounding and slowly releasing the 
water is not an automatic process, however. 
It’s a team effort that requires planning, 
expertise and close coordination between 
agencies, all while factoring in flood risk, 

changing weather forecasts and prescribed 
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers water-con-
trol plan requirements.

Each dam has its own operating crite-
ria and ability to assist downstream water 
agencies to divert the dam’s outflow into 
their spreading grounds for percolation into 
the ground as a means of recharging the 
groundwater basins.

“Not every dam has the ability to re-
charge downstream, but those four do,” said 
Rene Vermeeren, chief of the Hydrology & 
Hydraulics Branch, in the district’s Engi-
neering Division.

Prado and Whittier Narrows dams are 
more operationally intensive than Hansen 
and Santa Fe dams, Vermeeren added, and it 
was those first two that helped capture the 
lion’s share of runoff during the storms of 
Dec. 14, 24, 27 and 30.

WHITTIER NARROWS DAM
Located in a gap in the hills forming the 

southern boundary of the San Gabriel Val-
ley, Whittier Narrows Dam is a flood-risk 
management and water-conservation proj-
ect that serves as a central element of the 
Los Angeles County Drainage Area flood 
control system. The San Gabriel and Rio 
Hondo rivers flow into the east and west 
sides, respectively, of the reservoir that im-
pounds behind Whittier Narrows Dam.

“Whittier Narrows is complex because 
there’s two sides,” Vermeeren said. “There’s 
the San Gabriel side – which is actually the 
spillway for the dam – but the main com-
ponent is the Rio Hondo side. That’s where 
a lot of our effort is focused and where co-
ordination goes on with the Los Angeles 
County Department of Public Works.”

The primary purpose of the dam is 

flood-risk management, but both sides of 
the system have capacity for water conser-
vation downstream, Vermeeren said. The 
LA District coordinates closely with the LA 
County Department of Public Works to di-
rect the dam’s water releases into the coun-
ty’s spreading grounds.

The San Gabriel River below the dam 
is a soft-bottom channel with hardened 
sides, where the county has built a series 
of rubber dams to impound the water for 
percolation. The Rio Hondo downstream 
is a concrete channel. About a mile down-
stream from Whittier Narrows, the county 
has gates that divert the water into their 
spreading grounds.

The district closely coordinates releases 
with the county to match their diversion ca-
pacity up to the point where the reservoir 
conditions require the Corps to begin mak-
ing flood-control releases according to their 
approved water-control operating plan.

Reservoir Operations Center activation
“The Reservoir Operations Center is 

not activated normally because most of our 
dams are dry for the better part of the year, 
but when there’s significant rain forecasted, 

then we activate,” Vermeeren said. “We also 
work with our operations folks to man the 
dams for flood operations. All releases from 
district projects are directed by our Reser-
voir Regulation Section within the Hydrol-
ogy and Hydraulics Branch.”

The ROC runs three eight-hour shifts for 
around-the-clock coverage and remains ac-
tivated while there are ongoing water man-
agement activities under their direction. 
ROC staff has access to customized weath-
er and river forecasts, real-time rainfall, 
streamflow and reservoir field gages, keeps 
track of all notifications made to impacted 
entities, and collects field reports from 
channel observers, among other duties.

According to Jon Sweeten, a senior 
engineer in the Reservoir Regulation Sec-
tion, it’s not uncommon for personnel in 
the section to work holidays when the ROC 
is activated.

“Having worked in the section for about 
15 years, it seems to always rain on a holi-
day,” said Sweeten, who takes on the role of 
shift leader in the ROC. “The last big event 
we had was 2010 on Christmas. It’s just the 
nature of the beast. When you sign up in 
Reservoir Regulation, you accept that that’s 
part of the deal.”

PRADO DAM
Located in Riverside County on the Santa 
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tion project protecting Orange County and the 
Santa Ana Coastal Plain. It also has a water 
conservation function in conjunction with the 
downstream Orange County Water District.

Though they are different projects, op-
erations at Prado Dam during storms are 
similar to those at Whittier Narrows Dam.

“They also use a rubber dam to do 
the same kind of thing,” Vermeeren said. 
“They’ll inflate the rubber dam, hold water, 
and it also diverts water through an outlet 
in the levee that goes into their spreading 
grounds. The rate of recharge for this facil-
ity maxes out at about 600 CFS. We try to 
accommodate that with any kind of runoff 
event at Prado. If the runoff event is large, 
like what occurred on December 23rd, we 
have to go into flood-control mode and 
make releases larger than the water district 
can divert.

“They want to capture as much water as 
they can, but they understand that our pri-
mary mission is flood control,” Vermeeren 
said. “So, they can’t capture 100 percent of 
all flood runoff, but they can capture some. 
It’s continuous coordination.”

“EWN On the Road,” a video series by Todd 
Bridges, senior research scientist at the Corps’ 
Engineer Research and Development Center, 
interviewed Los Angeles District subjects-matter 
experts for the traveling show Jan. 21.

Bridges is the national lead for Engineering 
With Nature, the EWN on the road that’s visiting 
Corps locations across America. He meets people 
to talk about projects around the country and the 
world.

Some of the places are wild and natural, 
while others are entirely the product of human 
design. Most of the visits are to places in the 
landscape where nature, people and infrastructure 
come together, sometimes in an easy harmony, 
but oftentimes showing the tensions and strains 
of an uneasy, forced or changing order.

“The creative process involves seeing, 
perceiving and conceiving,” Bridges said. “I 
hope that through these travel blogs you’re 
able to experience some of the joy and 
learning that I experienced by visiting these 
places, people and projects. Even more so, I 
hope that the shared images and reflections 
might kindle your creative process toward 
new solutions for people with nature.”

Bridges will be back to the LA District in 
May to continue the series. Check it out at go.usa.
gov/xtNRA.
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during heavy rainfall in December 2021.

Corps dams help Los Angeles, Orange counties 
capture $25M in December stormwater runoff
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Engineering With Nature makes stop in LA
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The Corps of Engineers Natural Resources Education Foundation and the U.S. 
Army Corps of Engineers are proud to announce the 2022 Life Jacket Video 
Contest. The contest invites anyone 18 or older nationwide to create a video public 
service announcement to help encourage adults to wear life jackets. Deadline for 
submissions is Aug. 1, 2022. Winners will receive a cash prize and the opportunity 
for national exposure for their winning entries.

For full submission guidelines, official rules, FAQs, and resources, visit
www.lifejacketvideocontest.com.

http://www.lifejacketvideocontest.com
http://www.lifejacketvideocontest.com

