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In Focus: Santa Cruz Newell Creek Dam Project

As the next drought looms over California water suppliers, many are 
being reminded just how crit ical the investments in their water systems 
are. The City of Santa Cruz Water Department (City), now in the fourth 
year of its 10-year Capital Improvement Program, is no except ion. The 
City?s efforts include strategizing to augment water supplies, improving 
their system?s drought resiliency, and protect ing vulnerable supplies 
from deficiencies in the system, such as aging infrastructure.

Constructed in 1961, the City?s Newell Creek Dam is a 195-foot-high 
earth-fill dam that impounds Loch Lomond Reservoir in the Santa Cruz 
Mountains. The 60-year-old infrastructure at the dam is not only nearing 
the end of its useful service life, but also suscept ible to damage from 
earthquakes, flooding, and landslides. The City relies on Loch Lomond as 
the only raw water storage reservoir in its port folio, so it  was a high 
priority to devise a project that would modernize the exist ing system. 
The result ing Newell Creek Dam Inlet/Outlet Replacement Project 
replaces the aging inlet/out let  works, improves the City?s overall 
operat ional efficiency and system performance, and provides for 
long-term reliable storage for the City?s drinking water supply. 
Addit ionally, improvements made to the inlet/out let  works allow the 
City to meet current safety requirements set for high hazard dams by 
the California Division of Safety of Dams (DSOD).

Technical components of the est imated $70 million construct ion project 
include an approximately 1,500-foot-long conventionally excavated 
tunnel, dredging in the reservoir, three vert ical shafts installed from a barge, inlet/out let  pipelines, an 
out let  structure with valves and controls, and access improvements. The intricacies of the design require 
complex construct ion sequencing and methodologies to meet the project?s permit t ing requirements 
while also allowing the City to maintain normal operat ion of the reservoir to provide safe and reliable 
drinking water to its customers. (continue reading on page two)

Tunnel excavat ion has 
progressed to the curved port ion 
of the tunnel alignment around 
Newell Creek Dam. In the 
reservoir, all three (upper, 
middle, and lower) debris wall 
foundations have been anchored 
and tested.Drilling of the vert ical 
shafts for the three intakes began 
in July. (City of Santa Cruz 
website)



In Focus: Santa Cruz Newell Creek Dam Project  (continued)

(from page one) Construct ion of the crit ical infrastructure project began in Spring 2020 and came with its 
share of new challenges as the project team contemplated how to mit igate any significant cost or 
schedule impacts amidst the COVID-19 pandemic. Uncertainty around availability of materials, 
equipment, and personal protect ive equipment, as well as frequent changes to state and local guidance, 
were among the top concerns. To date, the contractor has been able to work with vendors to secure 
materials at fair prices and far enough in advance to minimize cost and schedule impacts to the project. 
This is due in large part  to the ongoing partnering and collaborat ion between the City, contractor, 
construct ion manager, and designer to expedite submittal reviews and work together toward a common 
goal of delivering a project that meets the City?s needs.

However, the COVID-19 pandemic wasn?t the only unforeseen challenge that the project faced during 
construct ion. In August 2020, the CZU Lightning Complex wildfire burned through Santa Cruz and San 
Mateo count ies, forcing evacuat ion of the site and a two-week shut down before it  was safe to return 
and resume construct ion. The project site was fortunate to avoid any damage and remains on track for 
substant ial complet ion at the end of 2022.

Though construct ion is st ill ongoing, the project has received both local and nat ional recognit ion. In 
addit ion to being featured in local news media, it  also received the 2021 Associat ion of State Dam 
Safety Officials West Regional Award of Merit  for the City?s cooperat ion with DSOD and contribut ions 
to regional dam safety. The project?s achievements and accolades can largely be attributed to the 
project team?s genuine commitment to partnership and collaborat ion toward the successful complet ion 
of the project.

Location of the Santa Cruz Newell Creek Dam project.

Author: Jillian Brown, Water Resources                                                                                                                                                                           
HDR Sacramento



Urban Water Inst itute Annual Conference - September 2021

Urban Water Inst itute had another successful water conference in September.  Presentat ions from the 
conference are available at UrbanWater.com. 



THANK YOU TO OUR SPONSORS! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

A SPECIAL THANK YOU TO OUR PATRON & SUSTAINING MEMBERS   

Patron Members:  

Mesa Water District ●Metropolitan Water District of Southern California  ●   
Valley Water– Santa Clara Valley Water District  

 

Sustaining Members: 

Bay Area Water Supply and Conservation Agency ●  Brown & Caldwell ●  Eastern Municipal Water  
District ●  GEOSCIENCE Support Services, Inc. ●  Hazen and Sawyer  ●  Helix Water District ●  Imperial  

Irrigation District ●  Inland Empire Utilities Agency ●  Lewis Operating ●  Los Angeles County  
Department of Public Works ●  Los Angeles Department of Water & Power ●  Meyers Nave ●  Ohlund 

Management & Technical Services ●  PERC Water Corp ●  Riverside County ●  Santa Clarita  
Valley Water Agency ● Southern Nevada Water Authority ●  Sweetwater Authority ●   

Trabuco Canyon Water District ●  Wells Fargo Public Finance  
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