The San Vicente Dam Raise Project

Mark Schultz

Elissa Lynn: Welcome to the DWR Aquacast, a short podcast produced by the Department of Water Resources. It starts with a question, and we get the answer from the experts here at DWR. Sit back and enjoy the sound stream.

Zack Cunningham: Thanks for tuning in to the Aquacast. Once again this is Zack Cunningham, and today I’m here with Mark Schultz, a Division of Safety of Dams Supervising Engineer. Thanks for joining me, Mark.

Mark Schultz: Nice to be here, Zack.    

Zack Cunningham: Mark, recently you’ve been working on a project down in the San Diego area: raising the San Vicente dam. Hat is the San Vicente dam?

Mark Schultz: The San Vicente dam is in San Diego County. It’s a 225-foot high concrete gravity dam built during World War II in the 1940’s. It’s the largest dam raise in US History, this project.   

Zack Cunningham: So what spurred a project of this size, what initiated the project?
Mark Schultz: Well, the dam owner is the City of San Diego, and they’re one of 24 local agencies in San Diego County that make up the San Diego County Water Authority, and they started studying their future needs in the 1980’s with some tremendous foresight actually, and realized that they needed some massive system upgrades to keep pace with growth. So they initiated a major capitol improvement program, about 3 billion dollars worth.

Zack Cunningham: So the San Vicente Dam Raise, that’s part of that improvement plan that they came up with in the 80’s?  

Mark Schultz: Yes, the capitol improvement program had several components. The San Vicente dam raise is part of the emergency storage project component of that. In order to get ready for an emergency should their water supply be cut off by, say, and earthquake. Could be outside the county.   

Zack Cunningham: Absolutely, yeah they really rely on water pumped in from long distances. 
Mark Schultz: Yeah, up to 90% of it some years.  
Zack Cunningham: So this project, the scope of it was a lot bigger than just the San Vicente dam, actually the Olivenhain dam went up before that and was just completed in 2003, and that’s also part of the storage that they’re upgrading in San Diego, is that correct? 
Mark Schultz: Correct, that’s an important component of it, and as you mentioned it was finished in 2003, that being the largest roller compacted concrete am in the US, first one in California, and that kind of set the stage for this project because it’s also a roller compacted concrete dam raise. 

Zack Cunningham: So, what is roller compacted concrete? 

Mark Schultz: Well, it’s like regular concrete when it’s done but the way it’s placed is very unique. Instead of pouring it out of a truck or out of a chute, it comes out more like a soil-type mix, it’s quite a bit drier, and it’s placed in lifts and rolled with a vibratory roller. It’s unique in that it’s very quick to place, and that makes it less costly, and you also don’t need as much cement so the heat that’s generated from this massive placement is less. 

Zack Cunningham: Okay, so like you said, the Olivenhain dam was completed in 2003, and now in early 2009, this year you guys began the San Vicente Dam Raise project. Could you tell me a little about that project? What’s involved in raising a dam?  

Mark Schultz: Sure, well first of all, we’ve been reviewing the plans and specs for a few years now so we’re quite familiar with it, and construction just started this year as you mentioned. It involves blasting out a foundation downstream of the dam in order to place roller compacted concrete along the downstream slope of the dam and then up from there, and we’re raising up to 317 feet high, the largest dam raise in US history and the largest of its kind, roller compacted concrete in the world. It’s going to increase their water supply tremendously, from 90,000 acre feet to 240,000 acre feet, big project. 
Zack Cunningham: So what phase are we in right now working on the dam raise?  

Mark Schultz: Well, we’re still in the process of reviewing the final plans and specs for the dam itself, but the excavation has already started. 
Zack Cunningham: So what’s the next phase, where are we going from here, what’s the timeline look like? 

Mark Schultz: So the next phase starts in the winter of 2010, and we’ll be placing roller compacted concrete in the excavated foundation, and that should take about six months to place all the RCC and bring it up to its full height of 317 feet. 

Zack Cunningham: Yeah, it seems amazing that it’s such a massive project and yet also you guys are doing it so quickly. 

Mark Schultz: Yeah, six months is pretty quick for a large concrete project like this but as it turns out, it’s a win-win situation to go really fast because from our point of view, the bonds between the lifts will be better if you move quickly, so moving quickly actually produces a more monolithic dam which is safer. And of course the contractor and owner want to get it done quickly as well for their own needs, so it’s a win-win situation to move fast. 

Zack Cunningham: Absolutely. Well Mark, thanks for joining me today to talk about the San Vicente Dam Raise project.

Mark Schultz: Oh the pleasure’s all mine Zack, and thank you for your interest in the project. 
Elissa Lynn: Thanks for listening to the DWR Aquacast. Got a question for us? Send it to dwrwebcomment@water.ca.gov. Maybe you’ll hear the answer on the next DWR Aquacast.
