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Re:  Sentinel project – Revised water supply plan 

Dear Mr. Pfanner: 

Thank you for the opportunity to comment.  I would like to elaborate on a subject I just touched on last 
fall at the Desert Hot Springs hearing.  Until the project chose a course of action regarding water use and 
water supply, it was not clear how serious an issue the potential impacts to the mesquite fault dunes 
ecosystem would be.  At this time the applicant has submitted a revised water supply plan (water plan) 
and elected to go with wet cooling using onsite groundwater wells for water supply.  So it is now clear 
that the impacts to the water supply for the nearby mesquite fault dunes are potentially significant. 

Portions of the water plan are commendable, such as the funding for conservation measures to offset the 
water used by the power plant.  It is important that these measures pencil out as additional measures over 
and above what Desert Water Agency is obligated to conserve and/or could accomplish without the 
project.  This analysis needs to be done. 

We see that the project proposes to fund acquisition of enough water from the California Aqueduct (to be 
traded for Colorado River Aqueduct water) to be delivered to the percolation ponds in an attempt to 
replenish the Mission Creek Groundwater Basin (MSGB).  Unfortunately, there is no assurance that there 
will be enough water available to accomplish this.  The Governor has declared a drought, and statewide 
the forecast is for a 30% shortage.  So it is not a matter of money to buy water, but of there being enough 
water available to purchase.  Mission Springs Water District (MSWD) has also identified this shortage in 
its recent draft Water System Master Plan.  

So, one problem with both the MSWD Plan and the Sentinel project is that both rely on replenishing the 
MSGB with water from elsewhere in California.  This is a problem because one cannot assume that there 
will be adequate surplus water available in the future to accomplish the proposed replenishment.  This 
question needs to be addressed. 
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The other, and perhaps more serious problem concerning Sierra Club is that the Sentinel project intends to 
pump significant amounts of groundwater from the Mission Creek Groundwater basin (MSGB) in close 
proximity to the Banning branch of the San Andreas fault line. Water from the MSGB upwelling against 
the impermeable rock along the fault line supports the mesquite which grow along the fault.  The 
mesquite, in turn, block the blow sand which traverses the valley, thereby creating the fault dune 
ecosystem.  The dune ecosystem supports unique habitat for a host of sensitive and endangered species, as 
well as being a unique habitat in its own right. Please see USFWS white paper, attached.  

This fault dune system is proposed to be protected in the Coachella Valley Multiple Species Habitat 
Conservation Plan (MSHCP), incorporated herein by reference. Unfortunately, the Sentinel project is 
situated in proximity to the Banning fault and therefore to the fault dune ecosystem.  Any massive 
pumping at the project site, as is proposed under the Revised Water Supply Plan, will not only lower the 
MSGB in general, it will have great potential to create a cone of depression in the water table.  This 
would have potentially devastating effects on the nearby fault dune ecosystems, Indian Avenue and 
Willow Hole Preserves, in particular. 

Please also see Sierra Club comments on the MSWD Comprehensive Water System Master Plan 
Project, attached. The DEIR for the Master Plan (herein incorporated by reference) clearly 
indicates that implementation of the Master Plan will significantly impact the mesquite 
hummocks along the Banning Fault on an Project specific and cumulative basis.  (DEIR, page 4-
99; page 4-110.)  According to the DEIR, this impact can be discussed more concretely than 
other impacts in the DEIR.  (Page 4-98.)  According to the DEIR, the Psomas model forecasts 
that groundwater levels would drop below the depths needed for mesquite hummocks to remain 
healthy, and that the level will be so low it will severely stress or kill mesquite in all areas of the 
hummocks by 2016, without adequate mitigation.  (Pages 4-98 to 4-99.) However, the prediction 
of die-off in 2016 is based on recharge of 15,000 acre feet per year.  If no recharge occurs, or if 
recharge occurs sporadically, the mesquite may die sooner.  Implementation of the Water Master 
Plan will kill the mesquite, which will result in significant impacts to species dependent on the 
dune habitat, such as southwestern willow flycatcher, least bell’s vireo, Coachella Valley round-
tailed ground squirrel, Coachella giant sand treader cricket and the Coachella Valley fringe-toed 
lizard.  (Page 4-99.).  However, artificial watering of the mesquite dunes underground, could also 
mitigate this impact.  (DEIR, page 4-98.) 

Additionally, it should be noted that the MSWD Water Master Plan does not include the Sentinel 
project in its calculations, so the downdraft would be greatly exacerbated were the Sentinel to 
proceed as proposed. Like the MSWD Water Plan, the Sentinel’s revised water supply plan fails 
to provide adequate mitigation for impact to mesquite hummocks along Banning Fault, and the 
species dependent on the habitat.  This would be a significant adverse impact of the project, and 
the project has a duty under CEQA to avoid and/or minimize and mitigate impacts to the 
maximum extent feasible. 

Thanks you for the opportunity to comment.  We hope the project review will address the above 
concerns. 

Very truly yours, 

Joan Taylor, Conservation Chair 
Tahquitz Group – Sierra Club 
















































































