Ground water report raises some concerns
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A comprehensive report on Calaveras County’s ground water quality, quantity and availability shows that the area of the county being developed the most is also the area with the leaqst ground water.
According  to the Calaveras County Local Agency Ground Water Protection Program  Final Report, the region of the county where the potential of finding ground water ranges from zero to low includes Copperopolis, the Calaveras County side of Tulloch Reservoir and the area around Valley Springs-all areas of major residential development.
“The county will use this report for future land use and development as well as identification of ground water resources,” said Brian Moss, director of the county’s Environmental Health Department which produced the report.

Funded by an $75,000 Environmental Protection Agency grant and $18,000 from county water well fees, the report  reveals many findings about county ground water.

For example, there are 18 separate underground rivers associated with the Tertiary Calaveras River Channel.  These rivers run from West Point and Mokelumne Hill through Sheep Ranch, San Andreas, Murphys and Angels Camp.

One of the underground system channels, the Central Hill Channel, was tapped to provide drinking water for Angels Camp residents after the 2001 Darby Fire destroyed flumes that normally carry water to the city.
The report points out that 75 percent of homes and 20 percent of businesses in the county are served by on-site septic systems.  The highest density of septic  systems is within the Highway 4 corridor around Arnold, according to the report.

Using Geographic Information System technology, the program mapped septic systems and wells throughout the county.  And the report contains color-coded maps showing where these systems are.

Moss said there are about 5,400 wells in the county and about 350 are added each year.

The report states that the East San Joaquin Ground Water Basin, under the northwest corner of the county, is losing water as more is drawn out each year than the basin can recoup from rivers, subsurface flows and rainfall.

Although the report did not specify how much water was being lost each year, Larry Diamond, grants manager for Calaveras County Water District, said a recent report from the Northeastern San Joaquin County Ground Water Banking Authority puts the amount at about 160,000 acre feet per year.
“That translates into billions of gallons a year,” Diamond said, adding that the basin is refilled by rivers and subsurface flows from Calaveras and other surrounding counties>”

Moss said his department monitors county ground water for bacteriological organisms and nitrates and said there was no difference between the San Joaquin Ground Water Basin water and the ground water found in Calaveras County wells.
According to his department’s report, most county wells are in hard rock areas.  Such well water is drawn from fractured rock and faults, the report states.
The report identified potential sources of contamination to county ground water as abandoned wells, abandoned mines, underground storage tanks, hazardous waste sites, on-site septic systems, failing septic systems and solid waste sites.
Moss said his department monitors such sites.

Referring to the 40-page report that summarizes four years’ findings of the county’s Ground Water Protection, Moss said, “I feel that we’re just scratching the surface and we’d like to further enhance the program.  Our department is proposing to use this report as a base for further study of ground water resources.”

He said he’ll seek more grant funds to continue the program and refine the report’s findings.

The Calaveras County Local Agency Ground Water Protection Program Final Report is available at the County Library, 299 Gold Hunter Road in San Andreas.  It can also be seen online at the County of Calaveras home page, www.co.calaveras.ca.us .

