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Almost a year after the epic 
2017 winter and resulting 
record Mono Basin runoff , 

positive eff ects from the high fl ows 
can still be seen on all of Mono Lake’s 
tributary streams—including, notably, 
the beleaguered fl oodplain of the Mill 
Creek bottomlands.

Last summer, long-dry side 
channels in the bottomlands carried 
water when Lundy Lake Reservoir 
spilled for almost the entire summer. 
Some of these rewatered channels are 
still fl owing despite low-fl ow early 
springtime conditions, and evidence of 
lasting restoration benefi ts is abundant. 
Back eddies and ponded areas well 
away from fl owing channels continue 
to hold water. Below the surface, 
recharged groundwater is once again 

available for vegetation, and fi ne 
sediment deposited across fl oodplain 
cobble is primed for new seedlings to 
grow. All of this is a glimpse into Mill 
Creek’s bright future.

Restoration vision
As Mono Lake’s third-largest 

tributary, Mill Creek should carry a 
signifi cant amount of water, but hasn’t 
for over a century. Most Mill Creek 
water is diverted for hydropower 
generation and, due to infrastructure 
limitations, is not returned to the creek 
as it should be. The resulting lack of 
water has caused vegetation, including 
stands of large cottonwoods, to die, 
and has degraded habitat essential for 
migratory songbirds, trout, and other 
wildlife. Overall, Mill Creek gets the 

short end of the stick and is barely 
hanging on.

The Mono Lake Committee is 
working to change this situation 
and has long held that Mill Creek 
has the greatest restoration potential 
of any stream in the Mono Basin. 
Because most of the stream was never 
completely dewatered, the damaged 
area is primarily the stream’s lower 
section closest to Mono Lake. The 
Committee’s goal is to increase Mill 
Creek fl ows by managing water 
upstream in a manner consistent with 
long-established water rights. The 
next step is to mimic the seasonal 
pattern of the natural hydrograph 
in order to activate natural stream 
restoration processes. As we have seen 
with other Mono Lake tributaries, 
providing water and fl ows following 
the natural hydrograph goes a long 
way to restoring the form and function 
necessary for healthy habitat.

Removing invasive plants in 
the meantime

Streams that do not receive natural 
fl ows are vulnerable to non-native 
plant invasion because invasive plants 
establish quickly and out-compete 
native plants for water and space. The 
Committee has seen this happen on 
both Lee Vining and Rush creeks, and 
has been proactively removing invasive 
plants in the lower reaches of Mill 
Creek for over a decade, educating and 
engaging volunteers and school groups 
in the process.

The most predominant invasive 
species on Mill Creek is white sweet 
clover (Melilotus albus). Sweet clover 
is especially problematic because the 
mature plants are tall (3–5 feet), and its 

Evidence of high fl ows persists
on Mill Creek
Restoration potential reaffi rmed

by Lisa Cutting

During last year's record runoff, long-dry side channels in the Mill Creek bottomlands carried 
water; some of the rewatered channels were still fl owing this spring.
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hard and light seeds are easily dispersed 
and can stay viable in the soil for up 
to 30 years. Advance removal of sweet 
clover helps give the native streamside 
vegetation the best chance to establish 
once restoration fl ows begin.

Side channels fundamental 
to vegetation health

Near Mono Lake, Rush, Lee Vining, 
and Mill creeks all have “inner delta” 
bottomlands consisting of multiple 
stream channels, which provide a 
unique mix of riparian forests, wooded 
wetlands, and backwater marshes. This 
is rare in the region—Eastern Sierra 
streams are usually ribbon-like with 
a narrow band of vegetation closely 
following the creek. The Mono Basin’s 
lush cottonwood-willow riparian 

Mill Creek from page 6

bottomland habitats are oases for birds, 
fi sh, and wildlife in an otherwise dry 
sagebrush scrub environment.

Rewatering dry side channels in Mill 
Creek’s lower reaches is also key to 
restoring these important bottomlands. 
To function properly, multiple side 
channels are necessary to distribute 
surface water and recharge groundwater 
so vegetation can survive in periods 
of little water. This groundwater 
“sponge” eff ect was evident in our 
fl ow monitoring during recent years. 
Together with newly-deposited fi ne 
sediment, it means native plants will get 
a boost this summer.

Because it is so unusual that these 
fl ow conditions have persisted through 
the winter, we will be mapping the 

length of the rewatered channels and the 
acreage of vegetation benefi ting from the 
groundwater recharge. The Committee 
continues to work to secure the return 
of fl ows to Mill Creek consistent 
with water rights—in the meantime, 
we continue to do everything we can 
to ensure that Mill Creek’s eventual 
restoration will result in a beautiful and 
healthy stream once again. 

Lisa Cutting is the Committee’s Eastern 
Sierra Policy Director. Over the winter 
she built a new bamboo fl y rod, tied 
plenty of fl ies, and patched her waders 
so she can conduct unoffi  cial fi sh 
studies on the Mono Basin’s rejuvenated 
tributary streams this summer.

Policy notes from page 10

monitoring equipment projects above 
the building to sample air quality and 
log weather conditions.

Great Basin enforces air quality 
requirements under the federal Clean 
Air Act and operates two monitoring 
stations at Mono Lake. Air quality 
was part of the 1994 California State 
Water Resources Control Board 
Decision 1631 to raise the level of 
Mono Lake because air quality, like 
water, is a recognized public trust 
asset in California. The Mono Basin 

remains out of compliance with federal 
air quality health standards due to the 
frequent and intense dust storms that 
originate from the exposed lakebed. 
These events, which have been up to 
43 times higher than federal standards 
for particulate density, are measured on 
the north shore of the lake. One benefi t 
of tracking air quality in Lee Vining, 
which is typically clear during dust 
events due to the way the wind blows, 
is that the data provides confi rmation 
that Mono Lake’s exposed lakebed is 

the local source of the air pollution. 
The ultimate solution to the dust storm 
problem is to raise the level of Mono 
Lake, which the State Water Board 
requires. Continued monitoring will 
help track the expected improvement 
in air quality as Mono Lake rises to its 
management level.

Thompson Main ditch
The powerful spring streamfl ows of 

2017 produced many benefi ts but at 
one location on Mill Creek they created 
a management problem that is still 
awaiting resolution. Gravel and cobbles 
washed downstream were trapped by 
a logjam upstream of Highway 395—
raising the elevation of the streambed 
and spreading water laterally into new 
channels. These normally benefi cial 
processes, however, pushed water into 
a historic DWP irrigation ditch that 
runs adjacent to the stream, causing the 
ditch to fl ow with water even though 
the headgate remained fi rmly shut. 
The unmanaged fl ow, which varies 
from 5–10% of the total fl ow of Mill 
Creek, subsequently eroded a US 
Forest Service road and has continued 
to carry water that ends up soaking A new monitoring station located near the Lee Vining Community Center will continue Great 

Basin’s tracking of air quality in Lee Vining, in addition to stations monitoring dust storms 
originating from exposed lakebed. Continued on page 23

EL
IN

 L
JU

NG


