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Re:		Agenda Item #6a: Update on the USACE Feasibility Study for Coyote Valley Dam—presentation from the Coyote Valley Dam Ad Hoc Committee 
Background
The Coyote Valley Dam General Investigation (GI) Study was initiated in partnership with the Lytton Rancheria of California to evaluate alternatives to modernize and expand the storage capacity of Coyote Valley Dam. The Study was initiated in March 2025 and paused by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) on October 20, 2025, due to a lack of federal funding. Funding was received in FY24 to initiate the study.  No funding was received in FY25 and neither the FY26 USACE General Investigations Work Plan nor the FY27 President’s Budget included funding to continue the Study.

At its June 2026 meeting, the Mendocino County Inland Water & Power Commission (IWPC) received an overview of the Study’s status, the challenges associated with securing federal funding, and a proposed framework for evaluating alternative pathways. At its July 2026 meeting, the IWPC reviewed four broad strategies, the alternatives developed under each strategy, the initial screening results, and the criteria that would be used to evaluate the five retained alternatives.

Retained Alternatives
Following the initial screening process, five alternatives were retained for more detailed evaluation. The retained alternatives are intended to inform the study delivery strategy by describing different potential courses of action, the conditions under which each may be viable, and the tradeoffs associated with pursuing them. The evaluation is not intended to immediately identify a single preferred strategy or require IWPC to select one exclusive lane. Instead, the alternatives provide a structured way to assess and refine the study delivery strategy while preserving flexibility, responding to changing federal funding and policy conditions, and allowing the study to shift or combine approaches as additional information becomes available.
	Strategy / Alternative
	Description

	Traditional Feasibility Study (50% Fed / 50% NF) 
	Continue the traditional USACE feasibility study.

	Advanced Non-Federal Funding 
	Amend the cost-sharing agreement so non-federal partners advance additional funding to continue the feasibility study.

	Section 203 Study 
	Non-federal team develops the feasibility study for federal review and approval, with potential pursuit of federal funds for technical support.

	Congressional Authorization for Construction 
	Seek congressional authorization to construct the project based on the 1950 Chief’s Report recommendation.

	Transfer Lake Mendocino 
	Transfer long-term operations and liabilities to non-federal interests for non-federally led modernization.



Table 1: Retained Alternatives

Some of these alternatives may function as sequential, parallel, or complementary actions rather than mutually exclusive choices. For example, work toward a Section 203 study could proceed while IWPC continues monitoring federal appropriations and evaluating whether the traditional feasibility study can be resumed. Similarly, congressional authorization could be explored in parallel to determine whether it offers a viable opportunity to accelerate project advancement. The purpose of retaining and evaluating these alternatives is therefore to help IWPC identify a practical and adaptable course of action, understand key decision points, and determine which steps can be advanced now without unnecessarily foreclosing future options.

Evaluation Framework
The retained alternatives were evaluated using a Multi-Criteria Decision Analysis (MCDA) framework. MCDA provides a structured method for comparing alternatives that perform differently across several objectives and for which no single criterion is sufficient to determine the preferred path. The evaluation objectives reflected IWPC’s long-term priorities:
· Secure a sustainable water supply;
· Synchronize increased water storage availability with anticipated New Eel-Russian Facility deliveries;
· Deliver a successful and durable project; and
· Maximize federal and state cost-sharing opportunities.
The supporting criteria considered potential storage benefits, operational flexibility, schedule coordination, schedule certainty, implementation challenges, acceptability, local study costs, local implementation costs, and the probability of obtaining outside funding.
Each criterion was evaluated independently using a common scoring scale. Criteria related to costs and implementation challenges were scored negatively so that alternatives with lower local costs or fewer implementation challenges received higher scores. The results were intended to support transparent comparison and discussion rather than produce a single definitive answer.

Evaluation Results
The Section 203 Study ranked highest in the MCDA evaluation. Its primary strengths include greater non-federal control over the study schedule and work products, less dependence on annual federal appropriations, and greater flexibility to coordinate the study with regional water supply planning. Its principal challenges include the need to secure substantial non-federal funding and the limited precedent for using Section 203 to evaluate a modification to a federally owned and operated dam.

The traditional USACE feasibility study could reduce the local funding burden if additional federal funding becomes available. However, its feasibility depends on both future appropriations and resolution of current USACE study constraints. In particular, the existing requirement to complete feasibility studies within three years of initiation may substantially limit the ability to successfully complete the paused Study unless an extension or other policy accommodation is approved. Advanced non-federal funding could help address delays caused by annual federal appropriations. However, advancing additional non-federal funds would not resolve the existing schedule constraint or other policy issues affecting the current Study. 

Congressional authorization for construction could potentially accelerate advancement of the project by relying on the recommendation contained in the 1950 Chief of Engineers Report. However, significant uncertainty remains regarding whether Congress and USACE would accept the prior recommendation as a sufficient basis for advancing design or construction, what additional technical analysis would be required, and how future design and construction would be funded.

Transfer of Lake Mendocino would provide the greatest degree of non-federal control but ranked lowest due to the substantial operational liabilities, governance requirements, organizational capacity, and long-term financial commitments that would be assumed by non-federal interests. Transfer is therefore not recommended as a near-term focus, although it could remain a potential long-term or fallback option if other pathways prove unavailable.

Need for Additional Federal Policy Direction
Several unresolved federal policy questions could significantly affect the feasibility, cost, schedule, and risks of the retained alternatives. These questions include whether the paused traditional feasibility study can receive relief from the three-year completion requirement or $3 million study cost, what level of federal review and participation would be required during development of a Section 203 study, whether the 1950 Chief of Engineers Report could support new congressional authorization, and which decisions could be made durable across administrations. Because the answers could materially change the evaluation results, the Ad Hoc Committee does not recommend selecting a single preferred alternative at this time.

Need for a Federal Lobbyist
Resolving the outstanding policy questions will require recurring and coordinated engagement with the Assistant Secretary of the Army for Civil Works, USACE Headquarters, the Office of Management and Budget, congressional committees, and other federal decision-makers. Federal water resource projects typically extend across multiple administrations and congressional sessions. The selected firm should therefore have bipartisan relationships, experience with USACE civil works programs, and the ability to support both executive branch and congressional engagement.
The proposed federal lobbyist would not be retained solely to pursue appropriations or general congressional advocacy. The initial scope would focus on helping IWPC obtain access to federal decision-makers within the Administration, clarify how each viable pathway would be treated, support follow-up communications, and assist the project team in documenting federal direction.
The Ad Hoc Committee recommends the following selection process:
· Ad Hoc Committee evaluates a focused list of known qualified federal lobbyists
· Selection emphasizes USACE Civil Works Program expertise, engagement with federal decision-makers, bipartisan relationships, lack of potential conflicts, and approach
· Ad Hoc Committee conducts interviews of top candidates 
· Ad Hoc Committee negotiates a proposed scope and fee with the preferred firm
· IWPC reviews and approves the recommended firm and contract
This process would allow the Ad Hoc Committee to efficiently evaluate candidates while ensuring that the full IWPC approves the final consultant selection and contract.

Next Steps
At the September 2026 meeting, the Ad Hoc Committee will return to the IWPC with a recommended federal lobbyist for consideration and approval. Following selection of the lobbyist, the IWPC will be briefed on the proposed next steps, including development of the lobbyist’s scope of support and identification of the outstanding federal policy questions, procedural concerns, and information needs associated with the remaining courses of action. This work will help focus federal engagement, clarify the viability of the remaining options, and support refinement of the project’s overall course of action.

Attachments

1. Coyote Valley Dam General Investigation Study – Alternative Delivery Options Presentation
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