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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The Los Angeles River Environmental Flows Project (the “Flows Project”) was initiated by the 

State Water Resources Control Board, in coordination with City of Los Angeles, Los Angeles 

County Department of Public Works, and Los Angeles County Sanitation Districts. The Project 

was initiated to evaluate potential effects resulting from proposed reductions in flow input from 

the LA River’s wastewater reclamation plants through a Wastewater Change Petition under 

Section 1211 of the State Water Code. With this impetus, the intent of the Flows Project was 

“…to provide a toolset to evaluate a series of flow reduction scenarios for the LA River. These 

tools will be used to inform development of flow criteria that sustain specific species, habitats, 

and beneficial uses.”  

 

The Flows Project has generated three reports since 2019: 

 

1. Review of Recreational Uses and Associated Flow Needs Along the Main-stem of Los 

Angeles River (the “Recreation Study”);  

2. Assessment of Aquatic Life Use Needs for the Los Angeles River (the “Aquatic Life Study”); 

and 

3. Process and Decision Support Tools for Evaluating Flow Management Targets to Support 

Aquatic Life and Recreational Beneficial Uses of the Los Angeles River (the “Tools Study”). 

 

The purpose of this review is to articulate key regulatory and policy contexts for managing flows 

in the Los Angeles River (LA River), and more specifically to highlight the Flow Project’s 

intrinsic limitations for supporting recreation, public access, and conservation of native species 

and habitat throughout the LA River. The goal of this review is to augment the utility of the Flow 

Project’s analyses and findings for decisions by the State Water Resources Control Board and 

other entities that could affect future restoration programs and projects, and to better support 

recreation and public access that are dependent on the LA River flows in perpetuity. 

 

Individually, each of the reports were explicit in the limitations of their scope and of their 

analytical approaches, which in turn should preclude their use as the sole basis for management 

decisions. They acknowledged their exclusion from consideration (1) the full range of existing 

and future beneficial uses that depend on flow, (2) potential or planned restoration work along the 

river, and (3) existing policy guidance and regulatory requirements that may already impose 

preemptive boundaries on flow modifications. Furthermore, these studies did not advocate any 

particular management decision nor recommend any specific flow targets. Instead, the final report 

reiterated the Flow Project’s somewhat limited scope: “Flow management targets developed 

using the tools created through this process would be one component of a larger evaluation 

considering all aspects of a proposed project that would ultimately set flow criteria in 

consideration of multiple management objectives for the LA River.” 

 

The key recommendations that emerge from this review suggest a process that should be followed 

in considering any actions that involve the management of flows in the LA River: 

 

• Most critically, the multiple roles envisioned for the LA River need to be incorporated 

into every management decision that affects “flow,” the key determinant of both 

ecological and recreational beneficial uses. This will require clear articulation of what 

goals are embraced by those plans and policies, including their inherent contradictions 

and firm regulatory limits. 
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• The close association of the LA River corridor with disadvantaged, park-poor, and highly 

pollution-burdened communities should inform the protection and enhancement of flows 

that contribute to recreational and aesthetic improvements, and that can help rectify 

decades of environmental injustice. Actions to support this goal could include expanding 

the efforts of the earlier Recreation Study to compile a full inventory of current and 

potential community uses and benefits, and determining more specifically the flow needs 

associated with specific recreational uses to provide meaningful guidelines for minimum 

flows. 

• The current configuration of the LA River cannot be used as a template for evaluating 

opportunities or impacts from flow-altering actions. Incorporating known upcoming 

restoration projects should be mandatory for any assessment of impacts (this limitation is 

recognized and is already being addressed at four prospective restoration sites). 

Precluding future opportunities for ecological and recreational uses should be considered 

a taking of resources as consequential as limiting their current viability. 

• Future actions that could increase water diversion (or decrease water inputs) need to 

recognize the limitations imposed by state and federal regulations on any actions that 

may result in potential impacts to biological resources, and incorporate that 

understanding into any subsequent analyses, proposals, and mitigation. 

To meet this guidance, we recommend that future LA River conceptual designs and 

project planning should attend to the following steps, making use of existing guidance 

from state and federal agencies with respect to their regulatory authority over Waters of 

the United States and the State: 

i. Utilize both modeling and biodiversity tools to inform project planning and 

management of LA River flows from a watershed perspective. 

ii. Utilize CEQA and permitting templates and go-by examples from the Los Angeles 

River Fish Passage & Habitat Structures Design Project 

(https://www.watershedhealth.org/larw-fish-passage) and other relevant pilot 

projects to inform approaches and analyses. 

iii. Vet project components and design criteria with resource agencies early in the 

design process to consolidate guidance from subject matter experts on ecological 

drivers and connectivity. Key issues will typically include: 

• Avoid diverting Waters of the US and the State by protecting and/or 

enhancing streamflow for wildlife and habitat connectivity. 

• Remove or modify barriers to fish migration and wildlife movement; avoid 

creation of barriers. 

• Allow for seasonal migration of fish and wildlife by maintaining minimum 

flow requirements for target species, reach by reach, providing opportunities 

for resting, holding, and foraging activities. 

iv. Populate LA River flows database form for tracking purposes to manage LA River 

flow needs, biodiversity metrics, fish passage, wildlife habitat, recreation and 

connectivity opportunities, and for the benefit of disadvantaged communities. 

 

The next steps in the management and restoration of the river will need to include strategic pilot 

projects with conservancies, other non-profits, government agencies, and regulators all in close 

coordination with one another. Decisions made in isolation from these broader considerations, of 
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which many are noted in this report, will almost surely be stymied from the growing recognition 

of their narrow focus, incompatibility with established policies and regulations, and potential for 

unintended consequences.  
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1 PURPOSE OF THE REVIEW 

Mountains Recreation Conservation Authority (MRCA), San Gabriel & Lower Los Angeles 

Rivers & Mountains Conservancy (RMC), Santa Monica Mountains Conservancy (SMMC), and 

Watershed Conservation Authority (WCA) (collectively, “the Conservancies”) have requested a 

third-party review of the key products of the “Los Angeles River Environmental Flows Project” 

(henceforth, the “Flows Project”), which has generated three reports since 2019: 

 

1. Review of Recreational Uses and Associated Flow Needs Along the Main-stem of Los 

Angeles River (henceforth, the “Recreation Study”; SCCWRP 2019);  

2. Assessment of Aquatic Life Use Needs for the Los Angeles River (henceforth, the “Aquatic 

Life Study”; SCCWRP 2021a); and 

3. Process and Decision Support Tools for Evaluating Flow Management Targets to Support 

Aquatic Life and Recreational Beneficial Uses of the Los Angeles River (henceforth, the 

“Tools Study”; SCCWRP 2021b).  

 

The purpose of this review is to articulate key regulatory and policy contexts for managing flows 

in the Los Angeles River (LA River), and more specifically to highlight the Flow Project’s 

intrinsic limitations for supporting recreation, public access, and conservation of native species 

and habitat, as expressed by the Conservancies’ vision for the LA River and its tributaries and 

watershed. The goal of this review is to augment the utility of the Flow Project’s analyses and 

findings for decisions by the State Water Resources Control Board (SWRCB) and other entities 

that could affect future restoration programs and projects, and to better support recreation and 

public access that are dependent on the LA River flows in perpetuity. 

 

2 SUMMARY OF THE FLOWS PROJECT 

The Los Angeles River Environmental Flows Project was initiated by the SWRCB, in 

coordination with City of Los Angeles, Los Angeles County Department of Public Works 

(LACDPW), and Los Angeles County Sanitation Districts. The Project was initiated to evaluate 

potential effects resulting from proposed reductions in flow input from the LA River’s 

wastewater reclamation plants through a Wastewater Change Petition under Section 1211 of the 

State Water Code. With this impetus, the intent of the Flows Project was “…to provide a toolset 

to evaluate a series of flow reduction scenarios for the LA River. These tools will be used to 

inform development of flow criteria that sustain specific species, habitats, and beneficial uses” 

(SCCWRP 2021a, p. i). Its geographical scope comprises most of the mainstem LA River and 

two major tributaries (Rio Hondo Creek and Compton Creek; Figure 2-1).  
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Figure 2-1. Index map showing the extent of analyses (colored segments) conducted as part of 

the Los Angeles River Environmental Flows Project. The LA River watershed 
boundary is outlined; the river’s outlet at node “LA1” drains to the Pacific Ocean. 
Modified from SCCWRP (2021a, their Figure 1). 

 

The goals of the Flows Project were stated as: 

• Develop a process for establishing flow criteria, particularly associated with wastewater 

change petitions under Section 1211 of the State Water Code; 

• Apply the process to provide recommendations for flow criteria in the LA River; and 

• Produce tools and approaches to evaluate management scenarios necessary to achieve 

recommended flow criteria. 

 

The reports, data, and tools generated by the component studies of the Flows Project that have 

been completed to date (late 2021) are all accessible through this web portal:  

https://www.sccwrp.org/about/research-areas/ecohydrology/los-angeles-river-flows-project/. 

 

Additional studies are in progress, one that addresses water quality in the LA River and another 

that explores the interaction of flows with habitat under alternative channel configurations at four 

potential restoration sites. They are not yet completed but are anticipated to be available in 2022. 

https://www.sccwrp.org/about/research-areas/ecohydrology/los-angeles-river-flows-project/
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2.1 The Aquatic Life Study 

The Aquatic Life Study (SCCWRP 2021a) presented the results of an aquatic life beneficial use 

assessment conducted over the domain of the LA River highlighted in Figure 2-1. The goals of 

that assessment were stated as: 

• Assess current hydrologic conditions; 

• Identify priority ecological endpoints of management concern (e.g., species or habitats); 

• Determine flow–ecology relationships for priority ecological endpoints; and 

• Determine appropriate hydrologic and ecologic tools for analysis. 

 

The approach of the Aquatic Life Study was to evaluate the basic flow parameters of discharge, 

water depth and velocity, and water temperature in each study reach (13 reach segments in total; 

see Figure 2-1) under the existing conditions of hydrology and channel configuration. The 

fundamental assumption was that characterizing these parameters is sufficient to evaluate habitat 

suitability for selected “end-member species” (i.e., focal species). Those nine focal species, 

selected in consultation with the Study’s Technical Advisory Committee, were Santa Ana sucker, 

unarmored threespine stickleback, steelhead/rainbow trout, Cladophora spp. (green algae), Typha 

spp. (cattails), duckweed, black willow, African clawed frog, and mosquitofish (the last two used 

to evaluate invasive species habitat suitability).  

 

Flow–habitat relationships were developed for each parameter (depth, velocity, temperature), 

based primarily on prior published studies, to characterize the probability of species occurrence 

under a range of hydraulic and thermal conditions. Such relationships were unavailable or 

insufficiently unique for four of these species, and so the remaining five of the nine species were 

used in the final analyses to evaluate the probability of their associated habitats—specifically 

cold-water habitat, migration habitat, wading shorebird habitat, freshwater marsh habitat, and 

riparian habitat—to support species occurrence as a function of flow conditions. 

 

2.2 The Tools Study 

The Tools Study (SCCWRP 2021b) sought “to develop a set of tools that can be used to evaluate 

potential effects of various changes in WRP [wastewater reclamation plants] discharge and 

stormdrain outflows on instream flows necessary to support beneficial uses” (SCCWRP 2021b, p. 

viii). It acknowledged at the outset that, of the multiple factors that collectively support beneficial 

uses, only flows are being considered. The report also recognized that only current conditions of 

the channel and surroundings were being modeled, and that no potential future changes to habitat 

or other channel conditions were incorporated in the analyses or the resulting toolset. 

 

The primary basis for evaluating alternative management scenarios was the predicted suitability 

of discharges to support each of the target species. For each of the 13 analysis nodes along the LA 

River, the range of flows that yielded at least a 50% probability of species occurrence were 

considered “moderately suitable” (and with 75% probability, “highly suitable”) to support the 

habitat associated with that species. Alternative management scenarios, reflecting multiple 

combinations of discharges from wastewater plants and stormwater best management practices 

(BMPs), were modeled to generate flows that could be compared to the range of flows 

corresponding to 50% probability of species occurrence. A management decision could then be 

made, based on criteria such as “maximize suitability for a single selected species” or “maximize 

suitability for the greatest diversity of species.”  
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Two recreational uses, kayaking and recreational fishing, are also included as examples in the 

analysis of how non-ecological considerations might be incorporated. They too have “preferred” 

flow ranges, although the basis of those preferences (SCCWRP 2019) was acknowledged to be 

coarse-scale and to have only limited empirical basis for their specification. 

 

The Tools Study emphasized that it does not advocate any particular management decision nor 

recommend any specific flow targets. Instead, it reiterated its somewhat limited scope: “Flow 

management targets developed using the tools created through this process would be one 

component of a larger evaluation considering all aspects of a proposed project that would 

ultimately set flow criteria in consideration of multiple management objectives for the LA River” 

(SCCWRP 2021b, p. 39). 

 

3 REVIEW OF THE FLOWS PROJECT 

The Flows Project (and the following review) has not been undertaken in a vacuum. Other 

ongoing LA River restoration planning efforts include goals that emphasize access to nature, 

improved recreational opportunities, and multi-species conservation throughout the watershed. 

These efforts include work on the Upper and Lower LA River tributaries–Arroyo Seco (also 

supported heavily by LACDPW) and a variety of studies emphasizing steelhead (Oncorhynchus 

mykiss) migration to spawning areas. Such work includes the California Department of Fish and 

Wildlife (CDFW) comment letter on the 2020 Draft Program Environmental Impact Report 

(PEIR) for the LA River Master Plan (CDFW 2021); Stillwater Sciences’ Conceptual Ecological 

Model and Limiting Factors Analysis for Steelhead in the LAR Watershed (Stillwater Sciences 

2020); and species recovery programs by National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS), US Fish 

and Wildlife Service (USFWS), and CDFW along Tujunga Creek, Compton Creek, Rio Hondo, 

the LA River estuary, and elsewhere. The City of LA and the Mayor’s Office, along with the 

Conservancies, non-profits such as Trout Unlimited, California Trout (CalTrout), and other 

partners, are working on steelhead and other native species recovery and habitat improvement 

with implementation expected in the next few years. In addition, further studies now in progress 

by SCCWRP are addressing the habitat implications of alternative channel configurations and 

water-quality concerns more explicitly.  

  

A variety of local, state, and federal authorities, particularly LA Sanitation and Environment 

(LASAN) and the Los Angeles City Mayor’s Office, have adopted policy priorities for 

biodiversity and multi-species conservation (e.g., steelhead habitat improvement and recovery 

programs). These priorities are on par with other recognized priorities for water supply 

(particularly reuse and conservation), water quality, public parks and other provisions for access 

to nature, environmental justice, air quality, carbon sequestration, community health and 

wellbeing, transportation, and economics. Consistent with the Conservancies’ mission and the 

mandates to provide for conservation, recreation, and access to nature, this third-party review 

highlights recommendations for managing LA River flows that align with these adopted policies, 

programs, and plans, along with existing CDFW mandates and regulations for fish-bearing waters 

and other Waters of the State. 

 

Potential reductions in LA River flows that are based solely on analyses of existing channel 

conditions and present-day species occurrences can impede, or preclude altogether, the articulated 

goals of these ongoing initiatives. Flow reductions could result in fish stranding, reduced food 

sources for protected bird species, declining sensitive vegetation communities, and other impacts 

(most explicitly identified in the CDFW comment letter on the PEIR). There are also implications 
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for Total Maximum Daily Loads (TMDL) of reduced (or no) flow in the LA River within various 

reaches, which could result in increased algae, odors, more invasive species, and other impacts. 

Both active and passive recreational activities could also be impaired by reductions in flow in the 

river. Such potential impacts are contrary to previously articulated water-quality and beneficial 

use objectives for the LA River. The following review acknowledges that progress is being made 

on the existing studies’ limitations for both channel configuration and water quality impacts, 

although these studies are not yet completed.  

 

The following comments are organized into two broad sections:  

• First, recognized limitations to using the Flows Project as the sole or even the primary 

basis for future management decisions. We emphasize that the component studies 

themselves (SCCWRP 2019, 2021a,b) make no such assertion, recognizing the 

importance of considering “multiple management objectives for the LA River.”  

• Second, a broader discussion of the variety of regulations, plans, initiatives, and other 

recognized issues that will need to guide decisions regarding the amount or the timing of 

future flows that are discharged to the river.  

3.1 Limitations of the Flows Project 

From its inception, the Flows Project was neither scoped nor asserted to provide complete 

information on the management of discharges to the LA River. To be able to produce feasible 

results its considerations were narrowly defined in support of the current wastewater change 

petition to reduce wastewater discharges, which has allowed timely completion of the analyses 

but has also fundamentally constrained the stand-alone utility of its tools. 

 

3.1.1 Limitations of the Flows Project scope 

The SWRCB initiated the Flows Project with the goal of “supporting the development of 

technical tools and approaches that define ecologically protective flows necessary to support 

specific species and habitats and the flows necessary to sustain specific beneficial uses” (SWRCB 

2021). Although this goal could seemingly support a truly universal range of present and future 

beneficial uses, its actual implementation has imposed critical limitations on the real-world 

application of the Flows Project’s analyses and outcomes. These are highlighted as “Key 

Assumptions” from a presentation to the Technical Advisory Committee meeting of March 25, 

2021, summarized as follows (emphasis added; SCCWRP et al. 2021): 

 

• The goal is to evaluate potential effects of changes in discharge on existing beneficial 

uses; tools can be used to evaluate restoration of future uses, but that is not the primary 

objective of this study. 

• Assume that the physical structure of the channel remains as-is. 

• “Optimal flow” recommendations are derived based on overlap of flow needs for 

different beneficial uses. 

• “Optimal flows” do NOT constitute a regulatory recommendation. 

 

The variety of existing beneficial uses of the LA River is large (see LARWQCB 2021) and 

includes navigation; water contact and non-contact recreation; freshwater, marine, and wildlife 

habitat; various life stages of aquatic organisms (spawning, reproduction, early development, 

migration); and Rare, Threatened, or Endangered species. This diversity of uses would be 
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challenging to address comprehensively within any technical framework. This challenge is 

evident from the following limitations associated with the Flows Project scope, as implemented: 

  
➢ Baseflow in the LA River is critical to supporting, and potentially improving, the 

urban environment of the communities along the lower Los Angeles River, a 
function that is nowhere recognized in the Flows Project.  

 

The lower 18 miles of the river runs along the I-710 freeway, which carries heavy truck 

traffic originating from the Port of Los Angeles. This causes adjacent neighborhoods to 

experience some of the poorest air quality in the state. Most of these neighborhoods are 

also designated as “disadvantaged” and contain some of the lowest levels of tree canopy 

and park access in Los Angeles County (California OEHHA 2021a, Galvin et al. 2019, 

Los Angeles County Department of Parks and Recreation 2016). As a result of the low 

tree canopy, high amounts of impermeable surfaces, and other factors, the corridor also 

exhibits a strong urban heat island effect, especially farther away from the coast, making 

it more vulnerable to extreme heat anticipated to accompany climate change (Taha 2017). 

Areas adjacent to the channel upstream exhibit similar characteristics, especially 

upstream and downstream of the Elysian Valley. Improvement of this corridor, with a 

focus on the LA River, is a significant environmental justice issue for the surrounding 

communities. 

 

As envisioned in various plans and proposals associated with fish passage, park and open 

space enhancement, and urban forestry, the LA River and its flows are envisioned as the 

backbone of a future park and green infrastructure network (i.e., urban tree canopy, water 

quality measures, trails, etc.) for neighborhoods adjacent to the river. “Greening” of this 

corridor through revegetation of the riverbed and adjacent areas is expected to have a 

positive impact on air quality, urban heat islands, access to recreation, public health, and 

climate change resilience (e.g., adapting to hotter temperatures). The potential reduction 

in quality and associated ecosystem services that these planned interventions may provide 

as a result of any reduction in flows should be accounted for. Directly relating to flows, a 

potentially revegetated channel that converts high urban heat-generating concrete to 

cooling riparian vegetation may directly contribute toward improved air quality, 

livability, and recreation opportunities in these neighborhoods. Additionally, any new 

vegetation adjacent to the I-710 and other freeways would act to intercept particulate 

matter and filter criteria pollutants such as NOX, ozone, and sulphur dioxide, while also 

sequestering carbon dioxide (USDA Forest Service 2021).  

 
➢ Recreational beneficial uses, particularly passive recreation, non-motorized 

boating, and fishing, have been emphasized in plans and other initiatives for the LA 
River over the past decade but are given only limited consideration or analysis. 

 

There is a long and well-documented history of present and future recreational uses being 

supported by various plans, community organizations, and regulatory agencies. The 

importance of supporting and enhancing these uses is articulated in multiple documents 

and actions highlighted below: 

(1) In 2010 the US Environmental Protection Agency designated the Los Angeles 

River as a “Traditional Navigable Waterway” under the Clean Water Act (CWA). 

In the July 10, 2010 report from the US Environmental Protection Agency Division 9, 

Special Case Evaluation Regarding Status of the Los Angeles River, California, as a 

Traditional Navigable Water (EPA 2010), this determination was based upon: 
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(1) Ability of the river under current conditions of flow and depth to support 

navigation by watercraft;  

(2) History of navigation by watercraft on the Los Angeles River;  

(3) The current commercial and recreational uses of the river; and  

(4) Plans for future development and use of the river which may affect its potential 

for commercial navigation. 

 

The 2010 report stated, “The Region has evaluated many sources of historical and recent 

information to assist in its TNW determination. To characterize the potential of the Los 

Angeles River to support commercial or recreational boating under current and foreseeable 

future conditions, we analyzed information on flow frequency and depth...We also 

collected historical and current information on recreational navigation and other uses of the 

river including access, from various sources that are publicly available on the Internet, as 

well as information submitted to EPA from the public. We evaluated information provided 

by the public concerning current and planned future uses of the Los Angeles River for 

navigation. Finally, we evaluated information received from the City of Los Angeles, 

Board of Public Works, on the City's future plans for recreational access and navigation on 

the Los Angeles River” (EPA 2010).  

 

(2) The report, Recommendations for Near-Term Recreational Access and Use of the 

Los Angeles River, was released by the Friends of the Los Angeles River (FoLAR) in 

January 2011. The report states (p. 1): “Our overall recommendation for the long term is 

a policy of open public access and use of the entire Los Angeles River, compatible with 

essential safety considerations. In the near term, the policy should recognize current 

realities and focus on those sections of the river that are already used extensively: the 

Sepulveda Basin, the Glendale Narrows/Elysian Valley, and the river estuary at Long 

Beach. We urge the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, the City of Los Angeles, Los 

Angeles County’s Flood Control District, and the City of Long Beach to adopt a clear, 

comprehensive, uniform set of policies for recreational access and use of these River 

sections” (FoLAR 2011). 

 

(3) The first legal, non-motorized boating program on the Los Angeles River was 

initiated on August 13, 2011 by Paddle the LA River. This pilot program was created in 

partnership with the city of Los Angeles, the Mountains Recreation and Conservation 

Authority, and the Los Angeles Conservation Corps, following FoLAR’s January 2011 

report recommendations. Tickets for this six-week pilot program sold out within 15 

minutes. Participants began the adventure on the river upstream from Balboa Blvd. and 

finished the trip near the Sepulveda Basin Dam. There are now two designated recreation 

zones, the first in the Sepulveda Basin and the second in the Glendale Narrows in the 

Elysian Valley. Both sections feature natural bottom sections without a concrete bottom 

where vegetation is lush and bird life abundant. Fishing is also authorized in these two 

recreation zones that have been extended from Memorial Day to the end of September. 

Thousands of people have experienced the river during the past decade and thousands 

more will be able to kayak and fish in the region without having to leave the city. 

 

(4) The 2014 Los Angeles Regional Board's Basin Plan (LARWQCB 2021) designates 

beneficial uses for the Los Angeles River that include: 

Navigation: NAV 

Water Contact Recreation: REC 1 

Non-Contact Water Recreation: REC 2 



December 2021  Third-party Review, LA River Flows Project 
 

11 

 

Warm Fresh Water Habitat: WARM 

Wildlife Habitat: WILD 

Spawning, Reproduction and/or Early Development: SPWN 

Shellfish Harvesting: SHELL 

Marine Habitat: MAR 

Migration of Aquatic Organisms: MIGR 

Rare, Threatened, or Endangered Species: RARE 

 

These existing beneficial uses, and their locations, have been identified by the Regional 

Water Board as follows (from LARWQCB n.d.):  

 

 
 

(5) The LA Regional Board Resolution No. R14-011 (“Retaining the Current 

Recreational Beneficial Use Designations of the Engineered Channels of the Los 

Angeles River Watershed, December 4, 2014”) included the following finding:  

 
¶17. “The Los Angeles Water Board retains the current recreational beneficial use 

designations of the engineered channels of the Los Angeles River system in 

light of the documented past, present and future uses, including the potential for 

a greater magnitude and extent of recreational opportunities in and along the 

river system. This conclusion is fully consistent with the Los Angeles Water 

Board’s long-standing goal of achieving the fundamental “fishable/swimmable” 

goal of the Clean Water Act, wherever possible. This determination is also fully 

supportive of the current momentum towards urban river revitalization, which is 

fueled by the efforts of federal agencies including the U.S. EPA and U.S. Army 

Corps of Engineers, the City and County of Los Angeles, and other local 

agencies and non-profit organizations” (LARWQCB 2014). 

 

 

(6) The Lower Los Angeles River Revitalization Plan (LLARRP; LLARP Working 

Group 2018) calls for extensive enhancement of recreational facilities along the river 

corridor from the mouth in Long Beach to the City of Los Angeles boundary at 

  REACHES OF THE LA RIVER: 

https://www.waterboards.ca.gov/water_issues/programs/docs/lar/002_r4_la_river_info_item_20171103rev.pdf
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Washington Blvd. Specific measures including bike trails, environmental education and 

overlooks, adjacent park enhancements, channel bed access and direct contact with dry-

season river flows, and habitat creation. Interventions are suggested for specific parcels 

along the corridor and within the channel. Alteration of flows has the potential to 

negatively affect the quality and feasibility of these features to provide planned 

recreational benefits that have been crafted with extensive community and governmental 

input/oversight. Although a Recreational Study was published as an initial product of the 

Flows Project (SCCWRP 2019), it acknowledged substantial difficulties in quantifying 

the associated beneficial uses or in assigning specific flow targets for their support. Water 

depths for kayaking and fishing appear to be the only consideration of recreational 

beneficial uses (SCCWRP 2021b, p. 15).  
 

➢ Restoration of the LA River that involves channel and/or floodplain modifications is 
actively being pursued through multiple projects, but their influence on channel 
conditions or the potential for flow alterations to constrain or preclude those 
restoration actions is not incorporated into the analyses. 

 

The Flows Project is explicit in considering only the current physical configuration of the 

LA River channel, which does not acknowledge the multiple plans, proposals, and 

ongoing projects that will change that channel configuration (see, for example, U.S. 

Bureau of Reclamation et al. 2016). These changes have the potential to modify habitats 

and their suitability for supporting key species, expand the extent of the fish-passable 

channel network, and substantially alter discharge–depth relationships.  

 

Conversely, both the Los Angeles River Ecosystem Restoration (the “ARBOR Plan”; 

City of Los Angeles 2021) and the LLARRP propose enhancement of riparian and 

aquatic habitat within and adjacent to the channel, but whose feasibility and potential 

benefits could be directly impacted by misguided alterations to the flow regime. New 

initiatives associated with fish passage could also be directly impacted by flow changes. 

Management decisions affecting flows have the potential to impact these planned 

projects, requiring further mitigation or analyses that are not incorporated into the current 

studies of the Flows Project (but which are in progress). 

 
➢ The function of an aquatic ecosystem depends on multiple conditions, but the 

Flows Project considers only depth, velocity, and temperature for a limited suite of 
flows and flow parameters to evaluate habitat suitability.  
 

Not every flow-dependent ecological function can be evaluated by considering static 

hydraulic properties of wet- and dry-season baseflows and peak flows, which are the 

primary focus of the Aquatic Life and Tools studies. As noted by Lane et al. (2018), 

“…some key aspects of hydrologic baseline conditions may be better understood through 

more complete consideration of continuous patterns of daily, seasonal, and inter-annual 

variability than through summary metrics” (p. 678). The Aquatic Life Study does 

acknowledge the importance of “functional flows,” noting the relevance of some 

functional flow components to aquatic species (such as spring recession flows and fall 

pulse flows). However, the ecological response curves are based on “single point in time” 

relationships between hydraulic properties, such as velocity and depth, and probability of 

species occurrence. Although these are valid relationships, in reality species occurrence is 

a function of dynamic interactions of flow and physical habitat over multiple seasons and 

years. For example, fish are responsive to the timing and duration of both the daily dry 

season and wet season baseflows (Yarnell et al. 2020). Willows require a specific 

https://www.usbr.gov/lc/socal/basinstudies/LABasin.html
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sequence of high and low (but still sufficient) flows to support germination over multi-

year timeframes. These factors were beyond the modeling scope and analyses of the 

Flows Study. Future studies should attempt to account for these complex interactions 

through development of dynamic (or continues) flow-ecology models. 

 
➢ Species interactions and/or food web dynamics are strongly affected by flow 

regimes but are not evaluated by the modeling of the Flows Project. 

 

The Aquatic Life Study evaluates the probability of individual species occurrence under 

flows in the LA River, but this approach fails to take into account how flow influences 

species interactions and food web dynamics. For example, increased flows that support 

habitat for native fish species (e.g., Santa Ana sucker) could also increase habitat for non-

native fish species (e.g., largemouth bass), the latter potentially acting as predators on the 

former and reducing their probability of occurrence. Similarly, increased flows can 

influence food web dynamics, such as increasing invertebrate drift or invertebrate 

biomass, which can further alter habitat suitability for species and food web dynamics. 

These complex interactions are often difficult to predict, but various models such as 

structural equation models and functional (“designer”) flow models are available that can 

account for species interactions and food web dynamics in response to altered flows (e.g., 

Chen and Olden 2017). Conversely, a reduction in these flows would also influence these 

interactions but in ways that could magnify the deleterious effects of simply having “less 

water.”  
 
➢ Out-of-channel habitats (i.e., terrestrial species and adjacent habitat quality) and 

riparian wetlands can be supported (or degraded) by alternative flows regimes 
through their lateral connectivity with the river, but these associations are not part 
of the modeling of the Flows Project. 

 

Existing water within the channel is used by migratory and resident wildlife, including 

fauna that may utilize both within- and out-of-channel habitat. Reductions in flows could 

directly impact the habitat value of related terrestrial habitats and potential for future 

restoration. For example, the Lower Los Angeles River Revitalization Plan focused on 

many parcels with adjacent habitat, and it envisioned creating large, integrated habitat 

patches and recreational open space with high levels of habitat complexity spanning 

aquatic to terrestrial conditions. Key prospective sites for these improvements are near 

the LA River estuary and around the Rio Hondo and Compton Creek confluences.  

 

Elsewhere, the quality of terrestrial habitats planned for the ARBOR Plan reach, 

including Taylor Yard, Piggyback Yard, the Cornfields, and the Griffith Park area, will 

be influenced by the character of flows in the river. Around Arroyo Seco and the 

Cornfields, the ARBOR Plan calls for direct habitat connections between the river, 

Elysian Park, and the broader Rim of the Valley wildlife and recreational corridor. An 

estimate of habitat value of in-channel and adjacent landscapes along the entire River 

corridor below the San Gabriel Mountains is available through mapping from the 2020 

LA Biodiversity Index, but these values may be influenced by changes to flows. Flow 

changes could also affect habitats and restoration potential of state and federally 

threatened and endangered riparian species, such as the least Bell's vireo (Vireo bellii 

pusillus). Flow changes could also alter the presence of (or future opportunities for 

creating) riparian wetlands, which provide more water treatment, carbon sequestration, 

and air quality benefits than any other land cover type. 
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➢ Upstream and downstream movement/passage is a critical life stage for migratory 
species (e.g., steelhead); it can be precluded by the presence of flow-dependent 
barriers anywhere in a channel network, and it cannot be adequately assessed 
solely by hydraulic modeling at discrete locales.  

 

Habitat connectivity is important to aquatic species for fulfilling life history 

requirements, for taking advantage of spatially and temporally variable resources, and for 

increasing resiliency to environmental disturbances. Connectivity is especially important 

for migratory fish species, such as anadromous O. mykiss. Barriers to migration can cause 

significant adverse impacts to anadromous fish populations by restricting the ability of 

fish to leave and return to the basin and the ability of rearing juveniles and resident adults 

to access habitat and track resources within the system. By disrupting habitat 

connectivity, even a small number of barriers can have a disproportionately large impact 

on a population if the barriers obstruct access to large amounts of habitat or habitat of 

critical importance. Barriers also impact the ability of fish to respond to disturbances. For 

example, barriers can prevent fish from recolonizing an area following extirpation by 

wildfires and subsequent debris flows, which are common in southern California rivers. 

Resilience of a population to changing conditions is also reduced when barriers prevent 

the sharing of genetic material between populations or subpopulations, thereby reducing 

genetic diversity. Indeed, barriers that result in habitat fragmentation can increase the risk 

of extirpation or even extinction of populations, which is why increasing habitat 

connectivity is a focus of many restoration activities.  

 

Barriers can be natural (e.g., waterfalls) or anthropogenic (e.g., dams, culverts, road 

crossings), structural, or hydraulic; or be caused by water temperature or chemistry. In all 

cases, however, they result in habitat fragmentation. High flows create a hydraulic (or 

velocity) barrier when water velocities exceed the swimming capabilities of fish; low 

flows can also result in passage barriers where rivers become dry or when water is too 

shallow for fish to move between habitats. There are numerous actual and potential 

barriers in the mainstem LA River, and they are not restricted to the reporting nodes of 

the hydraulic model of the Flows Project.  

 

The Aquatic Life Study did evaluate how velocity, temperature, and depth measured at 

discrete nodes along the channel have the potential to support migration. These are 

important physical characteristics for migration, but the study did not evaluate barriers 

throughout the channel network. The presence of a single barrier can prevent fish from 

accessing habitat, so a comprehensive barrier assessment of the LA River channel 

network would be needed before any determination of baseflow adequacy for fish 

passage is undertaken. Any future changes to the flow regime will also influence the 

presence of barriers and habitat connectivity, but the effects of future flow decisions on 

the potential creation of migration barriers was not included in the scope of the Flows 

Project. 

 

3.1.2 Limitations of the analytical models and approaches 

Even within the recognized constraints on the scope of the Flows Project, the analytical tools 

available to implement its specified scope imposed additional limitations on the ultimate utility of 

the resulting guidance. These limitations are nearly inescapable—modeling the complexity of 

even a relatively uniform channel requires substantial simplification of the hydraulics of flow; 

and the relationship of an aquatic ecosystem to the physical, chemical, and biological 

characteristics that support it depend on far more than just “flow” (Figure 3-1). The component 
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studies of the Flows Project acknowledge these limitations, but their resulting tools could 

nonetheless invite their unmodified application to management decisions in a system that is far 

more complex than can be modeled deterministically. 

 

  
Figure 3-1. Five environmental features that are affected by urban development and, in turn, 

affect biological conditions in urban rivers and stream (from Booth et al. 2004; 
modified from Karr 1991, Karr and Yoder 2004). Note that “Flow regime” is but one 
of the several elements of the environment with direct (and indirect) influence on 
biology. 

 

The key limitations of the modeling approach used in the Flows Project are as follows: 

 
➢ Very short hydrologic record (2011–2017) was utilized to calibrate and validate the 

hydrologic model. 
 

Several of these seven years were drought years, raising uncertainty over the 

representativeness and reliability of long-term flow projections. This limitation does not 

invalidate the flow modeling (and the use of this flow record was endorsed by the 

Technical Advisory Committee), but it adds a cautionary note for its application, 

particularly with the prospect of future climatic departures from historical patterns. 

 
➢ Physical parameters applied in the current study are extracted from a modified 1-

dimensional (1-D) hydraulic model.  
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While a 1-D modeling approach is acceptable for simple prismatic channels, 2-D 

modeling is preferred for irregular, soft-bottom channels. This is because the 1-D model 

cannot represent or resolve topographic or hydraulic complexities within its domain. The 

studies improved upon a basic 1-D model by separately characterizing each of the 

“morphological zones” of the river (i.e., left overbank, center channel, and right 

overbank) for every cross-section, but fundamental limitations remain. A 2-D model with 

sufficient detail can characterize lateral variations in the hydraulic parameters more 

effectively and is therefore essential for identifying microhabitat features within the 

channel. In addition, sediment transport can be evaluated as part of a 2-D model to 

capture changes in habitat conditions and cross-section geometry in the soft-bottom 

reaches, variability that cannot be represented with a simpler (but computationally more 

efficient) 1-D model. 
 

➢ Overly simplified flow–habitat relationships are used. 
 

The modeling requires a single, continuous relationship between species survival and the 

selected hydraulic parameters (i.e., water depth, velocity, and temperature), but the 

available data are limited for most of the focal species and suggest more complex 

relationships than are ultimately distilled. For example, the modeled relationship between 

seedling mortality of Salix gooddingii (black willow) and shear stress (Figure 3-2, left 

panel) is the Aquatic Life Study’s display and synthesis of available data—but that 

source is only a single experimental two-year study along a river in Switzerland using 

cuttings from two other willow species (Salix alba and Salix viminalis, both natives of 

Europe and Asia) (Pasquale et al. 2014). The original graph (Figure 3-2, right panel) and 

those authors’ interpretation suggest a far more variable response than as modeled in 

SCCWRP (2021a). 

  

 

  

Figure 3-2. Left panel, Figure 36 of SCCWRP (2021a), displaying the single flow–habitat 
relationship used in the modeling of willow seedling mortality (blue line). Right panel, 
the original data source (from Pasquale et al. 2014, their Figure 11), which shows that 
the two years’ regression lines differ by as much as 50% mortality for the same flow, 
and which both reach 100% mortality within the range of flows investigated. 

 

In addition, SCCWRP (2021a) acknowledges “For adult willow, there was a lack of 

available data describing their response to hydraulic conditions” (p. 41). Because a strict 

modeling approach cannot proceed without a parameter, regardless of data 

(un)availability, a suitability threshold of stream power was assigned and ascribed to a 
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study by Bendix (1999, conducted along Sespe and Piru creeks). However, that study 

considered Salix laevigata (red willow, up to 40 feet tall), Salix lasiolepis (arroyo willow, 

up to 30 feet tall) and Salix exigua (coyote willow, up to 20 feet tall), not the 60-foot-tall 

Salix gooddingii (black willow) used as a focal species for the LA River. The earlier 

study found relationships between plant survival and stream power but noted “…the 

impact of stream power (both in an absolute sense, and relative to height above the water 

table) is spatially quite variable” (Bendix 1999, p. 249).  

 

Flow–habitat relationships for fish are also oversimplified and there are limited data, 

especially for non-salmonids. The current modeled parameters, including temperature, 

water velocity and depth, are important variables to consider, but other physical 

(substrate, instream cover) and biological (predation, competition, food) variables can be 

equally or even more important, and their importance to each species commonly varies 

by life stage. Furthermore (and as acknowledged within the Aquatic Life Study), data 

were limited or absent for some species’ life stages, such as spawning Santa Ana sucker, 

and thus were omitted altogether from the final model. This does not reflect an absence of 

influence, just an absence of data to model that influence.  

 

This is a common, but inescapable, limitation of model-based studies—it is not a 

criticism of the Flows Project studies, but rather a cautionary note as to their real-world 

applicability. To summarize, the goal of the Flows Project can only be met by simple 

models using single-value functions—but reality is typically more complicated. Non-

critical application of necessarily (but nonetheless overly) simplified management tools 

will result in unexpected and often undesired outcomes. 
 

➢ Habitat suitability depends on more than just in-channel flows. 
 

First, the analyses only account for aquatic habitat impacts. Only localized consideration 

is given to impacts to riparian species that may rely on associated groundwater, or 

terrestrial species and habitats that may utilize the river as a water source. As just one 

example, 7 miles on the lower LA River through north Long Beach, Compton, and 

Paramount are designated by the National Audubon Society as an Important Bird Area 

(IBA; National Audubon Society 2008). That report states: 

 

“The heat of midsummer coincides with the height of shorebird migration 

through southern California, and more than two dozen species of sandpipers 

and plovers have been recorded along this section of the river. Surveys 

conducted during 1999 and 2000 documented numbers of birds between 8000-

15,000 per day between July and October, peaking in August and early 

September. A substantial number of shorebirds also winter along the channel 

(e.g., 2000+ Western Sandpipers in January, 2001, pers. obs.) during dry 

spells (water level rises following even light rains, which temporarily 

eliminates shorebird habitat). A strong push of waterfowl occurs in fall, with 

hundreds of ducks, particularly Cinnamon Teal and Northern Pintail, feeding 

near the Willow St. over-crossing. Peregrine Falcon and White-tailed Kite 

forage here year-round, and a remnant population of Common Ground-Dove 

persists in the older sections of Long Beach alongside the river. Although this 

is a totally human-made environment, it has replaced formerly extensive 

shorebird habitat once present in the vast marshes along the coast of the Los 

Angeles Basin (e.g., Long Beach/Wilmington)” (National Audubon Society 

2008). 
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Second, substrate conditions may be critical for certain species (e.g., Santa Ana sucker) 

but cannot be evaluated by the existing modeling approach. The Aquatic Species Study 

acknowledged that substrate is an important variable that was not accounted for in their 

habitat suitability models, which were focused solely on temperature, velocity and depth. 

Substrate is an extremely important physical component of streams, however, that 

provides critical functions for fish depending on life stage. For example, Santa Ana 

suckers require specific types of substrates to support spawning, early life stage 

development, and rearing. Santa Ana suckers spawn in areas with gravel substrate, 

whereas fry are associated with silty substrate and adults and juveniles prefer coarser 

substrate where they can feed by scraping algae from surfaces (Haglund et al. 2003). 

Therefore, habitat must contain the appropriate combination of water velocity, 

temperature, depth, and substrate (along with other physical features such as cover) in 

order to have a viable population. 

 

Finally, there is a disconnect between what the model can compute (i.e., mean depth and 

velocity of the flow) and what might be limiting for plants (i.e., substrate and 

groundwater) or other species (e.g., substrate for Santa Ana suckers; or flood sequencing 

for willow establishment). 

 
➢ Limited systematic comparison of model predictions and observations (validation) is 

provided, particularly of species presence/absence. 
 

As simplified approximations of the natural world, model predictions become more 

accurate as the quality and quantity of input data increase. Selection of end member 

species for the Flows Project was intended to represent the range of flow tolerances for 

priority focal habitats, but the final selection of species was constrained by limited 

empirical data on the presence of and suitability for these species in the LA River. As a 

result, the potential accuracy of the model predictions was inherently limited. It is always 

desirable to test (validate) a model’s predictions against actual conditions, yet the Flows 

Project did not include any systematic model validation. This lack of validation precludes 

an understanding of the model’s predictive accuracy and thus its utility for decision-

making:  

 

o Predicted suitability for Santa Ana sucker, steelhead, and other end member 

species has not been compared to actual suitability under existing conditions.  

o Predicted suitability and presence of African clawed frog and mosquitofish, as 

surrogates for invasive species habitat, has not been compared to actual 

suitability and presence under existing conditions.  

o At a finer spatial scale, predicted suitability for modeled end member species 

under varying hydrologic and hydraulic conditions has not been compared to 

suitability at specific LA River locations under the range of modeled conditions.  

  

3.2 Lack of Alignment with Adopted Environmental Regulations and 
Policy Directives 

Alignment with environmental regulations, policies, permitting, adopted plans, strategic 

initiatives, programs, projects, and funding at all levels of government (federal, state, regional, 

and local) is critical to future LA River flows planning and implementation. The City of LA and 
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other cities along the LA River, as well as the county and water districts, have adopted watershed 

protection, sustainability, and resiliency targets to guide the LA River watershed and adjoining 

watersheds in the protection of ecological, biological, and recreational resources/uses within a 

water management context. Key drivers or themes in these adopted policies, programs, and plans 

include the CWA, Endangered Species Act (ESA), and many other environmental laws. As such, 

LA River flows are governed by these environmental laws to protect the water and ecological 

resources. As just one example, CDFW’s guidance to the County LA River Master Plan team in 

its April 2021 comment letter on the Program EIR (CDFW 2021) notes that decisions on LA 

River flows will not be permitted if they impact protected species and habitats, create potential 

violations of the CWA and ESA with fish passage barriers and water diversions, or that disregard 

the full protection of threatened and endangered species.  

 

The following bullets highlight key directives from governmental and regulatory agencies in this 

regard: 

  
➢ The current status quo should not be used as a “base condition.” 

 

This should not be considered even a minimum “acceptable condition.” Although the 

current hydrologic conditions were designated as model baseline conditions, the variety 

of restoration plans and recognized impairments to beneficial uses makes present-day 

conditions an inappropriate basis for comparisons with alternative management scenarios. 

 
➢ Sufficient flows to support species, habitat, and recreation must be balanced with 

competing desires to maximize water supply at all cost. 
 

The Public Trust Doctrine (see https://www.envirolaw.org/documents/ScottFAQ.pdf) is 

an ancient legal doctrine under which some waters, tidelands and wildlife resources of the 

State are held in trust for all of the people, and the State acts as the Trustee to protect 

these resources for present and future generations. In California, this doctrine has been 

recognized to extend to the protection of navigable surface waters, to non-navigable 

tributaries of those waters, to aquatic resources, and to birds and other wildlife. The state 

has a continuing duty to manage public trust resources for the benefit of the people of the 

state, traditionally by balancing three traditional interests: fishing, navigation and 

commerce. To those three traditional uses, the courts have added the right of the public to 

pass over public trust lands and waters free from restrictions by private landowners, and 

also protection of ecological units and recreation. The Public Trust Doctrine allows any 

person to bring a lawsuit against the state if it fails to fulfill its duty as Trustee to manage 

these protected resources in accordance with the Doctrine. 

 

The Los Angeles Sustainability Plan’s Urban Ecosystem & Reliance Vision for LA (Los 

Angeles City Mayor’s Office 2019) focuses heavily on the Los Angeles River’s 

restoration, noting “advancing our work to restore the iconic L.A. River, and protecting 

biodiversity and natural areas while preventing displacement in our communities” (page 

118).  

 

The Reader’s Guide for the LA River Ecosystem Restoration Project (City of Los 

Angeles 2021) recognizes that the Los Angeles River is protected by the Clean Water Act 

and is designated by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) as a “Traditional 

Navigable Water” due to its historic and continuing importance. It is also protected as 

part of the Public Trust under the California State Constitution. 

 

https://files.ceqanet.opr.ca.gov/263139-5/attachment/01KvJP0YN6fHCPv9KFCI6crMZQXofCs1EoE-J0xPyUTNGA-rptS2iO0BybG7ZvEHDa0h-L3EElcmehF70
https://www.envirolaw.org/documents/ScottFAQ.pdf)
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➢ Regulatory agencies (CDFW, NMFS, USFWS, USACE, RWQCB) and the Endangered 
Species Act will have specific requirements for any actions that affect flows in the 
LA River, but these are not addressed or incorporated in the component reports of 
the Flows Project.  
 

Migration barriers and support for future reintroduced/recovered species have both been 

mentioned as examples, but there are many others. “Taking” of any species designated as 

California Fully Protected under the Fish and Game Code is prohibited, and this can 

occur from impacts to biological resources in both the concrete-lined and soft-bottom 

portions of the LA River.  

 

The LA River provides habitat for 140 species of birds (USACE 2015), including the 

least Bell’s vireo (Vireo bellii pusillus), an Endangered Species Act and CESA-listed 

endangered species. This bird has been documented at Glendale Narrows. Least Bell’s 

vireo depends on willow (Salix spp.) riparian habitat. The LA River supports woody 

vegetation such as black willow (Salix gooddingii), Fremont cottonwood (Populus 

fremontii), and arroyo willow (Salix laevigata) (USACE 2015).  
 

The upper LA Basin watershed supports Santa Ana sucker (Catostomus santaanae) and 

arroyo chub (Gila orcutti) (USACE 2015). The LA River could potentially support 

southern California steelhead, Pacific lamprey (Entosphenus tridentatus), speckled dace 

(Rhinichthys osculus), unarmored threespine stickleback (Gasterosteus aculeatus 

williamsoni), and California killifish (Fundulus parvipinnis). Flow reductions, especially 

dry season flow, could impact beneficial uses directly or indirectly through habitat 

modifications. Diverting water during the dry season could reduce the availability and 

extent of shallow water sheet flow. This could potentially impact algae and benthic 

invertebrates, and eventually birds. Willow riparian habitat may be impacted if flow 

reductions lead to receding shoreline or lower water depth. Loss of suitable habitat may 

impact sensitive species such as least Bell’s vireo.  

 
➢ Access to natural areas/parks in designated disadvantaged communities adjacent to 

the LA River is a key goal of multiple policies and programs, but they were not part 
of the Flows Project’s objectives and so have not been included in the decision-
making tools of the Project. 
 

Water is an amenity and provides critical aesthetic, emotional, spiritual, and other 

benefits to otherwise extremely nature-poor communities. A variety of plans and policies 

support this understanding of the recreational and aesthetic needs of the surrounding 

communities, and the role of a functioning, flowing river in addressing those needs. 

These include: 

 

(1) California State Assembly Bill 530 (AB 530, Rendon), passed in 2015. It 

called for the creation of The Lower Los Angeles River Revitalization Plan 

(LLARRP 2018). Its goal was to improve the environment and “residents’ quality 

of life along the river. This Plan also ensures the voices of the people are heard 

now and in the future as the river is reimagined and revitalized into an integral 

part of a healthy, equitable, and sustainable community.” Furthermore, AB 530 

states: “Existing law provides for the protection, enhancement, and restoration of 

rivers in this state. Existing law establishes the San Gabriel and Lower Los 

Angeles Rivers and Mountains Conservancy for the purpose of, among others, 

providing for the public’s enjoyment and enhancement of recreational and 
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education experiences on public lands in the San Gabriel Watershed and Lower 

Los Angeles River” (see California Legislative Information n.d.). 

 

(2) Senate Bill 535 (de Leon), passed in 2012 (see California OEHHA 2021a). 

This legislation directed 25 percent of the proceeds from the Greenhouse Gas 

Reduction Fund go to projects that provide a benefit to disadvantaged 

communities. The legislation gave parvolines the California Environmental 

Protection Agency (CalEPA) responsibility for identifying those communities. In 

2016, the Legislature passed AB 1550 (Gomez), which now requires that 25 

percent of proceeds from the fund be spent on projects located in disadvantaged 

communities.  

 

In April 2017, after incorporating public input, CalEPA released its list of 

disadvantaged communities for the purpose of SB 535PDF download. To inform 

its decision, CalEPA relied on the California Communities Environmental Health 

Screening Tool 3.0 (California OEHHA 2021b), a tool that assesses all census 

tracts in California to identify the areas disproportionately burdened by and 

vulnerable to multiple sources of pollution. There is a near-perfect 

correspondence of the most highly burdened communities with the trace of the 

LA River (Figure 3-3), a condition that can only be addressed with focused 

attention on the value of the river as a free-flowing resource. 
 

 

Figure 3-3. California communities that are disproportionately burdened by 
multiple sources of pollution (higher scores = highest burden). Note the 

https://calepa.ca.gov/wp-content/uploads/sites/6/2017/04/SB-535-Designation-Final.pdf
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close association of the highest-scoring communities with the corridors 
of the Los Angeles River and its tributaries. Base map from parvolines 
California OEHHA 2021c.  

 

(3) Los Angeles County’s Los Angeles River Master Plan (Los Angeles 

County 2021). The vision for the river is clearly summarized here: “Connected 

by water, connected by nature, connected by people!” 

 

(4) The City of Los Angeles’s goal of “no net loss” of biodiversity by 2035. In 

2017, the City Council passed a Biodiversity Motion, which directs the 

development of a biodiversity index for Los Angeles focused on conservation 

and access to nature and biodiversity in urban areas. The city’s biodiversity work 

is being led by the Los Angeles Sanitation and Environment, which recently 

published a 2020 Biodiversity Report (LASAN 2020) in which “Native Species 

Protection and Enhancement” is a major theme. 
 

➢ Future restoration of the channel/riparian zone could alter basic assumptions about 
what species and recreational activities could be supported by flows in the river.  
 

The opportunities and constraints provided by specific, planned projects (e.g., ARBOR, 

Rio Hondo, Sepulveda Basin, Taylor Yard, LA River FPHS, Dills Park Lower LA River 

fish passage, Compton Creek, estuary, Arroyo Seco) need to be incorporated into any 

future flow decisions. 

 

For example, one of the target goals of the Urban Ecosystem & Reliance Vision for LA is 

to “Complete or initiate restoration identified in the federal L.A. River Ecosystem 

Restoration Plan (‘ARBOR’ Plan) by 2035” (Los Angeles City Mayor’s Office 2019). 

Initiating work on L.A. River reaches 6, 7, and 8 is identified as a milestone for 2021. 

This milestone is well underway, examining potential ways to redesign the channel bed 

and banks in a 4.8-mile section of the Los Angeles River in the downtown city area. This 

pilot project aims to provide increased flow complexity and habitat heterogeneity within 

a confined urban stretch of the Los Angeles River mainstem channel to enhance steelhead 

fish passage and migration corridors to upper tributaries (e.g., Arroyo Seco, Tujunga 

Creek, and others). 
 

➢ Future steelhead recovery in the LA River is a significant policy objective and 
regulatory driver that needs to be integrated into the management of flows. 
 

The City of LA, CDFW, NMFS, Bureau of Reclamation, County of LA, USACE, 

USFWS, and many other partnering agencies are working on steelhead recovery in the 

LA River and adjoining watersheds (such as the Arroyo Seco and Tujunga which are 

upper tributaries of the LA River). CDFW has recommended to the County that they 

utilize the Conceptual Ecological Model and Limiting Factors Analysis for Steelhead in 

the Los Angeles River Watershed (Stillwater Sciences 2020) as a guidance document for 

future LA River watershed projects, along with the NMFS Southern Steelhead Recovery 

Plan (NMFS 2012) and CDFW California Salmonid Stream Habitat Restoration Manual 

(Flosi et al. 2010). The Upper Arroyo Seco has resident native rainbow trout that are 

protected species. The USACE LA River Ecosystem Restoration Integrated Feasibility 

Report Congressional Authorization and the Mayor’s Office includes the LA River FPHS 

project as a key driver for successful achieving aquatic and riparian ecosystem targets. 

Minimum flows to support the full life cycle of the endangered steelhead are required per 
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CDFW and NMFS directives, as stated in the CDFW comment letter to LA County 

(CDFW 2021). 
 

➢ The LA River is an important element of the broader ecosystem of southern 
California, a role that is not recognized in the Flows Project but should be 
incorporated in all future decisions about flows in the river.  
 

A technical memo detailing “Existing Ecosystem & Habitat Conditions” prepared in 

2018 (Geosyntec 2018) made several key observations about the regional significance of 

the LA River: 

“Today, the entire 51-mile river is designated as warm freshwater habitat, while 

the upper portion of the river and the mouth are designated as wildlife habitat. The mouth 

of the river, which is brackish and influenced by tidal waters is designated as marine 

habitat, used by rare, threatened, or endangered species, spawning, reproduction, and/or 

early development of aquatic organisms. It is recommended that planning and 

development efforts along the river consider these habitat uses and, where appropriate, 

seek to expand them along the entire length of the river… 

“The unique biodiversity of the region and its ecosystem associations should 

guide targets for ecosystem improvements along the river’s distinct reaches. Cataloging 

historic and current ecological conditions reveals gradients of symbiotic ecosystems 

along and perpendicular to the river that improve the region’s biodiversity. Where core 

habitat areas exist within the river corridor, such as parts of the soft bottom sections at the 

Lower Los Angeles River Shorebird Area, Glendale Narrows, and Sepulveda Basin, they 

should be protected, managed, and, when possible, expanded to connect with other 

smaller habitat areas. By enhancing and interconnecting larger habitat areas, plant and 

animal species endemic to the river are more likely to survive and thrive in an otherwise 

fragmented urban landscape. Where it is adjacent to core habitat areas such as Griffith 

Park or Elysian Park, the river can act as a buffer between those core habitat areas and 

development. In zones where habitat linkages are missing, the river corridor could be a 

link for connectivity. In more highly urbanized areas where there is a lack of existing 

biodiversity, opportunities for the river as a habitat stepping stone should be considered. 

While continuous habitat areas are preferred, multiple distinct habit areas in close 

proximity to each other allow birds and other species to access multiple sites for finding 

shelter, food, and water… 

“The LA River watershed is a hingepoint in the California Floristic Province. 

The river and its watershed sit within one of the world’s most diverse Mediterranean 

biodiversity hotspots: the California Floristic Province. Globally, Mediterranean climate 

regions make up only 2% of the Earth’s land surface but contain a remarkable 20% of the 

world’s plant species. Isolated by the Pacific Ocean and the desert Southwest, the 

province is home to 3500 plant species, 61% of which are endemic. The LA River sits at 

one of the narrowest parts of the province and is further pinched by the development of 

the Los Angeles metropolitan area. At this critical point, the river could be part of a 

connective matrix of diverse habitats, not just for the ecological health of the watershed, 

but also for migratory species of the Pacific Flyway and the migration of species 

northward within the ecoregion” (Geosyntec 2018, pp. 2–4). 

https://www.larivermasterplan.org/ecosystem_and_habitat_progress_memo
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4 RECOMMENDATIONS 

The conflicts between increased reuse and maintaining sufficient instream flows are challenging 

for various reasons. First, the tools and processes for determining flow requirements to protect 

beneficial uses are still in early stages of development, as is demonstrated by the prior discussion 

of the unavoidable limitations of the Flow Project analyses. A second major area of conflict 

between increased reuse and maintaining sufficient instream flows is one of administrative 

process. There is no established protocol for allocating flow requirements when there are multiple 

dischargers and/or water users on a single water body, and little policy guidance for how to 

balance potentially competing beneficial uses. 

 

However, prior comments and this review provide clear direction for managing future discharges 

and flows in the LA River to accommodate the variety of relevant uses, needs, policy directives, 

and regulations. The component studies of the Flows Project have provided a useful set of 

analyses and tools that will provide critical information to decision-makers. However, just as a 

house is not only built with a hammer, so the management of flows in the river will need to be 

informed by more than a well-executed, but also highly constrained, set of hydrology-based 

studies.  

 

The following summary of recommendations should provide a concise guide for moving forward 

in this complex physical, biological, and social landscape: 

 

➢ Most critically, the multiple roles envisioned for the LA River in articulated plans and 

policies need to be incorporated into every management decision that affects “flow,” 

which is the key determinant of both ecological and recreational beneficial uses. This will 

require clear articulation of what goals are embraced by those plans and policies, 

including their inherent contradictions and firm regulatory limits.  

➢ The close association of the LA River corridor with disadvantaged, park-poor, and highly 

pollution-burdened communities should inform the protection and enhancement of flows 

that contribute to recreational and aesthetic improvements, and that can help rectify 

decades of environmental injustice. Actions to support this goal could include compiling 

a full inventory of current and potential community uses and benefits, including 

recreation; and determining the flow needs associated with specific recreational uses to 

provide meaningful guidelines for minimum flows. 

➢ Future actions that could increase water diversion (or decrease water inputs) need to 

recognize the limitations imposed by state and federal regulations on any actions that 

may result in potential impacts on biological resources. Their analyses must reach well 

beyond those of the Flows Project, including detailed mapping of plant communities, bird 

nesting and foraging areas, and quantitative analyses of the likely impacts from flow 

changes. Any such proposal also needs to provide a functional Adaptive Management 

Plan that establishes metrics and evaluates performance of project implementations over 

time, establishes an interval for reevaluation of environmental flow determinations based 

on outcomes and findings of pilot studies, and is authorized to alter the diversions and/or 

reductions in flow should biological impact triggers be reached. 

 

       To meet this guidance, we recommend that future LA River conceptual designs and 

project planning should attend to the following steps, making use of existing guidance 

from state and federal agencies with respect to their regulatory authority over Waters of 

the United States: 
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i. Utilize both modeling and biodiversity tools to inform project planning and 

management of LA River flows from a watershed perspective. 

ii. Utilize CEQA and permitting templates and go-by examples from the Los Angeles 

River Fish Passage & Habitat Structures Design Project 

(https://www.watershedhealth.org/larw-fish-passage) and other relevant pilot projects 

to inform approaches and analyses. 

iii. Vet project components and design criteria with resource agencies early in the design 

process to consolidate guidance from subject matter experts on ecological drivers and 

connectivity. Key issues will typically include: 

• Avoid diverting Waters of the US and the State by protecting and/or 

enhancing streamflow for wildlife and habitat connectivity. 

• Remove or modify barriers to fish migration and wildlife movement; avoid 

creation of barriers. 

• Allow for seasonal migration of fish and wildlife by maintaining minimum 

flow requirements for target species, reach by reach, providing opportunities 

for resting, holding, and foraging activities. 

iv. Populate LA River flows database form for tracking purposes to manage LA River 

flow needs, biodiversity metrics, fish passage, wildlife habitat, recreation and 

connectivity opportunities, and for the benefit of disadvantaged communities. 

 

➢ The current configuration of the LA River cannot be used as a template for evaluating 

impacts of flow-related actions. Incorporating known upcoming restoration projects 

should be mandatory for any assessment of impacts, and precluding future opportunities 

for ecological and recreational uses should be considered a taking of resources as 

consequential as limiting their current viability. 

➢ Future actions need to accommodate planned and potential projects that not only include 

the LA River itself but also its floodplain and tributary drainages where the city is 

seeking multiple benefits. 

➢ Future actions need to allow sufficient water at all times to pass through in order to allow 

fish passage and sustain any fish existing within the project area or downstream, and to 

support multiple life stages and life history strategies exhibited by southern California 

steelhead. Indeed, through structural or hydrologic means, all future actions should seek 

to remove existing fish passage barriers, provide fish passage, and enhance habitat for 

this listed endangered species under the ESA. 

 

The next steps in the management and restoration of the river will need to include strategic pilot 

projects with conservancies, other non-profits, government agencies, and regulators all in close 

coordination with one another. Decisions made in isolation from these broader considerations, of 

which many are noted in this report, will almost surely be stymied from the growing recognition 

of their narrow focus, incompatibility with established policies and regulations, and potential for 

unintended consequences. 
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