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FROM: Dwayne Smith, P.E., Division Director, Engineering and Capital Projects 

Community Services Department, 328-2043, desmith@washoecounty.us 

THROUGH: Dave Solaro,  Interim County Manager 

SUBJECT: Presentation on the current status of North Valley Closed Hydrobasins 

and possible direction to staff to mitigate flood/storm water impacts and 

remove water from Swan Lake by: 1) Funding continued operation and 

maintenance of existing barrier systems and stormwater pumping; 2) 

Design and bid of projects such as alternative pumping and barrier 

systems, enhanced aeration, and land application; 3) Development of 

property use agreements; 4) Entering into consultant agreements for 

feasibility studies evaluating long-term options; and 5) Bring to the Board 

of County Commissioners for consideration any matters exceeding 

$100,000 pursuant to applicable provisions of state law and Washoe 

County Code section 15.495 [total budget not to exceed $2,500,000].  

(Commission District 5.) 

 

SUMMARY 

Due to persistent stormwater within the Swan Lake closed basin in Lemmon Valley, the 

Washoe County Community Services Department (CSD) continues to actively respond to 

and maintain flood protections while at the same time continuing to develop and 

implement short-term mitigation measures to assist in the removal of some of the existing 

water from the lake.  At the same time staff and area stakeholders continue to develop 

long term options to deal with potential future flood events associated with closed basins 

in Washoe County.   

 

Previous direction to staff has included the following: 

 Continue flood response activities related to the 2017 floods.  This includes the 

operation and management of existing barrier systems to maintain the lake within 

its current boundary, maintaining access for area residents and emergency service 

providers and to pump water from outside of the barrier systems into Swan Lake 

during storm and precipitation events.  

 Continue to develop and implement immediate projects in response to community 

requests. 

 Continue to implement short-term projects to assist in the removal of some water 

from the lake creating space for additional water storage. 

 Develop a flood mitigation plan for the North Valley’s closed hydro-basins that 

identifies potential long-term approaches dealing with stormwater, floodwater and 
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effluent water management and through feasibility assessment can be designed, 

funded and constructed. 

 Pursue the application process for a Federal Emergency Management Agency 

Hazard Mitigation Grant, for the possible purchase of specific residences located 

within the Swan Lake floodplain that were impacted by the 2017 presidentially 

declared February flood. 

 

While significant natural evaporation of the lake water has and continues to occur, the 

above normal precipitation received to date in the 2018/2019 water year has caused the 

lake levels to rebound to approximate elevation of 4921.9 or one (1) foot above the lake 

level at the same time last year.  While Swan Lake is currently about 1.5 feet below the 

highest recorded level in 2017 and over four (4) feet below the top of the current 

protection level of 4926, short term projects to remove additional water from the lake will 

create move volume in the event that precipitation events, such as those recently 

experienced occur again.  While the existing barrier systems currently and safely 

provides substantial protections, it is recognized that significant additional protection 

efforts would likely be required should lake levels rise above an elevation of 4926.  

While precipitation events cannot be predicted or stopped, to help reduce the potential for 

possible near-term damaging flood events, staff believes that creating more available 

volume within the lake through a short term project is necessary.   

 

Land application has been identified as a short term project to enhance the natural 

evaporative process.  Staff is collaboratively working with the owners of private 

properties located on the east side of Swan Lake to establish a short-term project that will 

allow for the placement of pumps, piping and traditional irrigation sprinkler heads 

allowing for land application over the next two to three years.  The North Valleys 

Investment Group owns these properties and continues to express support for the short 

term use of their property for this purpose.  Washoe County has heard the concerns that 

have been expressed by area stake-holders and has committed to both pre-application and 

post application soil testing, continuous water quality testing, and managing the 

application efforts so as to not over irrigate the ground in those areas not previously 

inundated by flood water. 

 

Enhanced mechanical aeration of the treated effluent at Washoe County’s Lemmon 

Valley Water Reclamation Facility is also being developed.  This will be done by further 

treating the effluent produced at the plant to the same irrigation water standards that are 

currently in place and in practice in the area.  All appropriate permits will be in place 

prior to implementation of this project.  Based on several factors including the 

mechanical system and environmental conditions, it may be possible to eliminate the 

need to discharge treated effluent to the playa.     

 

Long term mitigation planning efforts are also in progress.  To support these efforts 

Washoe County has contracted with a national professional consultant to affirm the 

methodologies used for the current FEMA flood plain elevations of Swan Lake and 

Silver Lake.  Additionally they are tasked with reviewing and possibly updating the 

Flood Insurance Rate Map (FIRM) for Swan Lake.  This work is necessary in advance of 

ongoing mitigation planning and feasibility studies for long term plans.  
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In addition to both short term and long term activities, staff continues to address concerns 

related to the existing barrier systems and stormwater pumps that have and continue to 

safely maintain the lake within its current boundaries.  Washoe County contracted with a 

third-party to provide a condition assessment of the HESCO temporary flood barriers.  

The assessment affirmed the selection of the HESCO temporary barrier system and also 

affirmed resistance to catastrophic failure potential and environmental degradation.  At 

the same time the report identified some areas where minor repairs to reduce future 

maintenance actions would be helpful.  It also recommended buttressing of a section 

along Lemmon Drive where the angle of the barriers exceeded slope recommendation 

when placed as a single column.  Staff has already performed the recommended repair 

and buttressing actions identified by in the report. 

 

Washoe County Strategic Objective supported by this item:  Stewardship of our 

community. 

 

PREVIOUS ACTION 

April 23, 2019 – The Board of County Commissioners (Board) retroactively authorized 

the emergency purchase of the temporary flood mitigation system from US Flood Control 

Corp [in the amount of $210,909], to protect residential homes most vulnerable to 

immediate water elevation increases of Swan Lake in the areas of Pompe Way and Shane 

Way in Lemmon Valley.  The purchase was conducted pursuant to NRS 332.112 and 

338.011. 

April 9, 2019 – The Board provided recommendation to discuss and provide policy 

direction to staff related to the closed East Lemmon Valley Hydrographic Basin to 

include next steps to address lasting elevated lake levels. 

April 9, 2019 – The Board authorized Assistant County Manager, Dave Solaro, to enter 

into all necessary emergency agreements and construction contracts for the continued 

development and implementation of the 2019 mitigation and response measures 

associated with the Lemmon Valley Wastewater Treatment Plant for access road and 

berm improvements [not to exceed $500,000], and for seepage, bypass, and backup 

pumping systems associated with the treatment plant and collection system [not to exceed 

$150,000], pursuant to NRS 332.112 and 338.011.   

December 12, 2017 – The Board acknowledge receipt of an update on the 2017 North 

Valleys Flood Incident; directed staff to submit Federal Emergency Management Agency 

(FEMA) Hazard Mitigation Grant applications for the proposed purchase of specific 

residences located within the Swan Lake FEMA designated floodplain that were 

impacted by the 2017 presidentially declared February 2017 flood; and approved the 

transfer of up to $300,000 as needed from contingency funds to the Capital Improvement 

Fund for the construction of additional temporary flood barriers in the Swan Lake area. 

September 12, 2017 – The Board affirmed the continued flood response activities related 

to the 2017 January and February floods and directed staff to initiate the development of 

a flood response plan for North Valleys closed hydro-basins, a flood mitigation plan for 

North Valleys closed hydro-basins and to pursue the application process for a FEMA 

Hazard Mitigation Grant, for the possible purchase of specific residences located within 

the Swan Lake floodplain that were impacted by the 2017 presidentially declared 

February flood. 
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June 27, 2017 – The Board approved the use of General Fund Contingency and 

committed proceeds received from the sale of water rights [$2,895,600] from the Capital 

Improvement Fund in FY 2017 to cover the County’s expenses related to the January and 

February 2017 flood events. 

May 23, 2017 – The Board approved gifting general funds to cover the cost of County 

building permit fees for specific assessor’s parcel numbers affected by Swan Lake (and 

the immediate vicinity) flooding when demonstrated that individual insurance carriers 

would not cover the cost of County building permit fees. 

May 9, 2017 – The Board received an update on the North Valleys flood incident 

operation.  

April 25, 2017 – The Board directed staff to return with a District Attorney opinion 

regarding the possible methods for gifting general fund money for building permits 

related to the Lemmon Valley Flood. 

March 28, 2017 – Washoe County staff provided an update to the Board on emergency 

operations related to the February 23, 2017 Declaration of State of Emergency and 

received approval of actions taken by the County Manager pursuant to emergency powers 

related to the state of emergency. 

March 21, 2017 – Washoe County staff provided an update to the Board on emergency 

operations related to the February 23, 2017 Declaration of State of Emergency and 

received approval of actions taken by the County Manager pursuant to emergency powers 

related to the state of emergency. 

March 14, 2017 – The Board ratified a Declaration of a State of Emergency by the 

Washoe County Manager on February 23, 2017, and received an update on the related 

emergency operations for the North Valleys flood response. 

 

BACKGROUND 

Current direction by the Board includes the continued upkeep, maintenance, and response 

focused on providing for life safety for the residents who live in the closed hydrographic 

basin known as the East Lemmon Valley Hydrographic Basin within Washoe County.  

The protections were put into place during the 2016/2017 water year which ran from 

October 2016 through September 2017.  During that water year, a series of storms 

(atmospheric rivers) beginning in October 2016 and continuing through February 2017 

impacted our entire region with record level rains and snows.  The continued rain events 

in the lower elevations resulted in saturated soil conditions and extensive runoff of 

stormwater.  

 

Since that time staff has continued to respond to the Board’s direction to:  

 Continue flood response activities related to the 2017 January and February 

floods;  

 Initiate the development of a flood response plan for North Valleys closed hydro-

basins;  

 Initiate a flood mitigation plan for North Valleys closed hydro-basins; and  

 Pursue the application process for a Federal Emergency Management Agency 

Hazard Mitigation Grant, for the possible purchase of specific residences located 

within the Swan Lake floodplain that were impacted by the 2017 presidentially 

declared February flood. 
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FISCAL IMPACT 

In Fiscal Year 2020 the Capital Improvement Fund (402) will need to be augmented via 

separate Board action for budget authority of approximately $2,500,000.  In Fiscal Year 

2017, the Board committed proceeds received from the sale of water rights for the 

January and February 2017 flooding events that will be used for the augmentation.   

Any variance between Fiscal Year 2019 unaudited financials used for the augmentation 

and the audited financials will be brought to the Board if necessary.  Pending Board 

action at this time, staff will present a Fiscal Year 2020 proposed budget augmentation 

for the Boards consideration in September.   

 

RECOMMENDATION 

It is recommended the Board of County Commissioners direct staff to mitigate 

flood/storm water impacts and remove water from Swan Lake by: 1) Funding continued 

operation and maintenance of existing barrier systems and stormwater pumping; 2) 

Design and bid of projects such as alternative pumping and barrier systems, enhanced 

aeration, and land application; 3) Development of property use agreements; 4) Entering 

into consultant agreements for feasibility studies evaluating long-term options; and 5) 

Bring to the Board of County Commissioners for consideration any matters exceeding 

$100,000 pursuant to applicable provisions of state law and Washoe County Code section 

15.495 [total budget not to exceed $2,500,000]. 

 

POSSIBLE MOTION 

Should the Board agree with staff’s recommendation, a possible motion would be: 

“Direct staff to mitigate flood/storm water impacts and remove water from Swan Lake 

by: 1) Funding continued operation and maintenance of existing barrier systems and 

stormwater pumping; 2) Design and bid of projects such as alternative pumping and 

barrier systems, enhanced aeration, and land application; 3) Development of property use 

agreements; 4) Entering into consultant agreements for feasibility studies evaluating 

long-term options; and 5) Bring to the Board of County Commissioners for consideration 

any matters exceeding $100,000 pursuant to applicable provisions of state law and 

Washoe County Code section 15.495 [total budget not to exceed $2,500,000].” 


