Chehalis River Basin Flood Control Zone District
351 NW North St
Evik P. Martin, P.E., District Administrator Chehalis, WA 98532-1900

May 27, 2020

Diane Butorac

Department of Ecology SEPA EIS Project Manager

SEPA Draft EIS for the Chehalis River Basin Flood Damage Reduction Project
c/o Anchor QEA, LLC

1201 3" Avenue, Suite 2600

Seattle, Washington 98101

Re: Transmittal of Comments of the Chehalis River Basin Flood Control Zone
District on the SEPA-Draft Environmental Impact Statement for the Chehalis

River Basin Flood Damage Reduction Project.

Dear Ms. Butorac:

The Chehalis River Basin Flood Control Zone District (District) hereby transmits its
comments on the Draft Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS) issued by the
Department of Ecology (Ecology) on February 27", 2020?, for the Chehalis River
Basin Flood Damage Reduction Project (the Project).

The District wishes to acknowledge the efforts of the Ecology staff and their
consultants and the Office of the Chehalis Basin (OCB) during preparation of the
DEIS. The Project has a long and complex history that has generated any number
of difficult —and at times controversial — issues, including the overriding concern
over climate change.

1 The District proposes to construct and operate a Flood Retention Structure on the Chehalis River near Pe Ell, Washington, and
to increase the height of a Levee Structure at the Chehalis-Centralia Airport to reduce flood damage from major flood events on
the Chehalis River in Southwest Washington. This project is being undertaken in collaboration with the Department of Ecology
(Ecology) and the Office of the Chehalis Basin (OCB). Under the State Environmental Protection Act (SEPA), an Environmental
Impact Statement (EIS) must be prepared to inform state and local agency decision-makers, the public and affected tribes about
such impacts of the proposed project (RCW 43.21C.030; WAC 197-11-360, 400, 402 et seq.).
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As the Project sponsor, the District is one of the public agencies that will make
ongoing decisions and will rely on the FEIS to inform itself of the consequences of
those decisions. The District therefore has a vital interest in the accuracy,
completeness and usefulness of the FEIS to making future decisions to move the
Project forward and to ensure that the District is able to fully discharge its duty
and serve the public interest. Further, the District acknowledges that the DEIS has
identified a number of potential environmental impacts, particularly to aquatic
resources. The District is already deeply engaged in developing options to
mitigate aquatic species and water quality impacts, and we are optimistic that
these options can be successful. The District is committed to working with OCB in
cooperation with state resource management agencies and several federal
agencies to develop a viable, effective response to the impacts.

The District notes at the outset that the benefits of the proposed project are
found in the DEIS to be substantially greater than was found by DOE in its 2016
Programmatic EIS. The DEIS identifies 1,280 valuable structures that will be
protected from a 100-year modelled flood, a significantly larger number than
forecast in the PEIS evaluation of Alternative 1.

The proposed flood retention facility serves a unique purpose and is innovative in
its design and operation. It is not a conventional dam for long-term water
storage; its purpose is to temporarily store flood waters to prevent recurring
flood damage throughout the Chehalis Basin. The proposal is the result of years
of state funded research of worldwide engineering concepts to protect
communities from flooding while preserving aquatic resources. Unlike typical
water storage structures the gates at the bottom of the facility will remain open
at all times allowing free flow of the natural river volume except when a major
flood event is predicted. With its open gates, the river will allow for fish passage
through the gates and maintain the aquatic ecology of the river above the facility.
With the threat of a major flood the gates will only be partially closed to allow for
a minimal flow and flood waters will be temporarily stored to reduce peak flood
flows downstream. This will protect families, communities, businesses and
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infrastructure through Pe Ell, Chehalis, Centralia and the surrounding rural areas
all the way to Grays Harbor. Immediately after the peak flood flows pass the
gates are reopened, the reservoir drained and natural free flow of the river is
resumed. Historical records indicate this would occur on average every seven
years; computer modeling of the future that considers climate change indicate
damaging floods could happen more often.

By far the greatest impact on aquatic species in the upper Chehalis basin
identified in the DEIS is due to climate change. The lesser impacts on aquatic
species are found to be due to the Project itself. The District has undertaken its
review of the DEIS with the issues integral to moving the Project forward in mind.
Specifically the District must clearly understand what environmental impacts the
Project will be responsible for addressing through avoidance and minimization
measures and, after these measures are deployed, mitigation of the remaining
impacts. The District and the OCB must assess the benefits of increased flood
damage protection created by the Project together with the Project’s costs and
the effectiveness of addressing the Project’s environmental impacts.
Simultaneously through the Chehalis Basin Long-term Strategy, the benefits of
flood damage reduction including associated environmental mitigation will
supplement environmental restoration within the basin to the overall benefit of
aquatic species. The District has already advanced its planning to address
avoidance, minimization and mitigation in several key aquatic resource areas.

The District has undertaken a detailed review of the DEIS and has prepared a
number of comments to improve the focus, accuracy and usefulness of the FEIS
for eventual decision making. These comments are incorporated in the attached
“Detailed Comments of the Chehalis River Basin Flood Control Zone District Draft
Environmental Impact Statement.”

In addition to the District’s detailed comments, there are two issues of overriding
concern as the District attempts to accurately understand the Project’s potential
impacts. The first is that Project impacts for all aquatic related resources have
been integrated with, and not separated from, the effects of ongoing climate
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change when described in the DEIS. The second issue is that impacts were
determined in many cases without consideration of appropriate avoidance and
minimization measures or permitting conditions typically required by state or
federal permitting agencies. The District’s concerns related to these two issues
are discussed in the following sections.

Project impacts and the effects of climate change must be reported separately

Within the Chehalis Basin, climate changes are predicted to affect the timing and
increase the intensity of precipitation and flood flows along with causing hotter,
drier summers that will negatively affect critical aquatic resources. We believe it is
important to understand the effects that climate change will have on the aquatic
resources of the Chehalis Basin as the backdrop against which the potential
impacts of the Project will occur. Itis equally important to understand the degree
to which changes in aquatic resources may result from the Project.

It is necessary to pore through multiple appendixes to tease out the data that
delineates the No Action Alternative impact of Climate Change as opposed to the
specific impacts of the Project on aquatic species.

DOE explained this in response to questions about the DEIS from the Chehalis
Basin Board?:

“for spring-run Chinook salmon in the Above Crim Creek spatial unit in late-
century, there was a 97% decrease in estimated abundance under the
Proposed Action (Table E-11) and a 87% decrease under the No Action
Alternative (Table E-23). Thus, the effect of the FRE facility alone was an
additional 10% decrease in the abundance of this species in this spatial unit
in this timeframe when compared to the No Action Alternative.”?

2 The Chehalis Basin Board (CBB) oversees the development of the Chehalis Basin long-term strategy for addressing aquatic
habitat restoration in the basin and implementation of flood damage reduction measures. At its May 5, 2020, meeting the CBB
was briefed on the findings of the DEIS and initiated a series of questions regarding those findings. The OCB responded to those
questions in a memorandum to the CBB issued May 31, 2020.

3 Memorandum from Andrea McNamara Doyle, Director - Office of Chehalis Basin, RE Response to Chehalis Basin Board
Questions on the Chehalis River Basin Flood Damage Reduction Project, March 31, 2020, at page 18.






