
LAKE CASITAS VOLUME

SEASONAL YEAR-TO-DATE

RAINFALL TOTALS FROM OCT. 1

Matilija Canyon              38.51”

Soule Park                        18.16”

Casitas Dam  24.01”

Oak View                         21.21”

Upper Ojai                      28.07”

WATER LEVELS

Oct. 1, 2022     72,973 acre-feet

Jan. 12, 2023     94,204 acre-feet

Current volume   39.6 percent

BRACING FOR MORE
STORM PARADE TO RESUME THIS WEEKEND

Ojai celebrates MLK Day on Jan. 16 LIVE THE 
DREAM
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Many in Ojai 
are mourn-
ing the death 
of Richard 
“Richie” Smith, 
37, who grew 
up in Ojai and 
followed his 
dream to be-
come a bar-
tender and 
drummer and 
live in New 
Orleans. He 
was shot and 
killed on Jan. 
7 in front of his 
New Orleans 
home in the 5th District.

A memorial for Smith is planned for Jan. 23 at the 
Deer Lodge in Meiners Oaks and his funeral will be Jan. 
17 in New Orleans.

“He was a force, a super-big personality,” said Joe 
Billingiere of Ventura, who played guitar and sang 
with Smith in two bands, Blues Bullet and Night Owl. 
“He was a raw drummer. He wanted to sound like John 
Bonham in Dodger Stadium. He was a Led Zeppelin 
and a Dodgers fan.” � e bands played over the years 
around Ojai, Ventura and Los Angeles. Billingiere said 
he met Smith about 16 years ago. “He always wanted 
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Work crews responded this week to a pair of major 
sewage spills on local waterways, trying to stop the spills 
before the next storm arrives.

Ojai Valley Sanitary District, which hired two separate 
contractors to bypass broken pipes and stop the fl ow of 
sewage from the city of Ojai into San Antonio Creek and 
the Ventura River, was working to have temporary fi xes 
in place before the weekend.

“Both of those contractors are on-site already,” OVSD 
General Manager Jeff  Palmer told the Ojai Valley News 
the morning of Jan. 11, “scrambling to fi nd pumps and 
pipes and all kinds of tools and fi ttings to put the tem-
porary systems in place.”

� e temporary bypass system on the Ventura River 
was completed at 3 a.m. on Jan. 12, said Palmer, who ex-
pected the spill on San Antonio Creek to be stopped by 
5 p.m. on Jan. 12.

� e next storm could arrive as early as the evening of 
Jan. 13, according to the National Weather Service.

� e fi rst sewage spill occurred on Jan. 9 at approxi-
mately 6:15 p.m. in the 10200 block of Creek Road, when 
San Antonio Creek eroded the edge of the road shoul-
der, washing out a manhole and about 370 feet of pipe, 
Palmer said.

� e second spill happened on Jan. 10 at around 2 
a.m., when the Ventura River eroded the Ventura River 
Trail and washed out a pipe beneath the bike path.

� e break on San Antonio Creek released approxi-
mately 1.2 million gallons of raw sewage into the creek 

Beloved Ojai
bartender killed
in New Orleans

Millions of gallons 
of sewage foul
area waterways
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Richie Smith behind the bar at Evangeline 
Restaurant in New Orleans in September.
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W
ith the next signifi cant storm not expected until the 
weekend, the Ojai Valley got a chance to dry out and 
clean up the past few days.

According to the National Weather Service, two more 
systems will bring more rain to Ventura County late Fri-

day, Jan. 13, through at least Monday, Jan. 16. � e storm arriving Jan. 14 
“will be a fast-mover and will produce nowhere near the rain amounts 
of this past system,” stated the NWS.

In general, 0.50 to 1.5 inches of rainfall are anticipated in coast and 
valley areas, and 1.5 to 3 inches in the foothills and mountains.

Ojai could see a three- to six-hour period of moderate to briefl y heavy 
rain, with peak rainfall rates near a half-inch per hour.

� e fi rst storm will be colder, with snow levels dropping to 6,000 feet 
the evening of Jan. 14, forecasters said.

� e second system was forecast to bring a chance of rain late Jan. 15 
through Jan. 16 or early Jan. 17, according to the NWS, but precipitation 
totals appeared to be even less than the fi rst storm.

� e three-day break was welcome and needed relief from the most 
impressive storm since January 2005.
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� e facility that provides roughly one-
third of the water to Lake Casitas was 
shut down this week after being dam-
aged by debris fl ows and heavy sedi-
mentation, offi  cials said.

� e shutdown the morning of Jan. 10 
at the Robles Fish Passage Facility on the 
Ventura River came as 18 inches of rain 
fell in 18 hours in the already-saturated 
mountains north of Ojai, generating 
fl ows in the river greater than 25,000 cu-
bic feet per second, estimated Michael 
Flood, general manager of Casitas Mu-
nicipal Water District.

With the fl ows came an enormous 
amount of debris. “Everything you can 

think of — plant material, dirt, rocks, 
cobble, big boulders, crashing through 
the facility there,” Flood said.

� e unrelenting storm caused the 
debris to fi ll the entire 5-acre forebay, 
cleared of material in 2019. “It was ready 
to do its job,” Flood said. � at job is 
stacking up water behind a gate struc-
ture for diversion to the lake via a canal.

Compounding the problem, large 
rocks battered the cutoff  wall — or Ro-
bles dam — and early in the morning 
of Jan. 10, the east side of the wall was 
breached. “What that does is it forces all 
the river fl ow to go away from the diver-
sion facility and essentially down the 
river,” Flood explained.

Drone photo by CMWD

The Ventura River, looking south from the Robles diversion facility near Meiners Oaks. At lower left, the breach in the cutoff  wall; at lower center, the forebay area; 
and at right, the screen bays, fi sh ladder and diversion canal.

Debris shuts down diversion
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� e 23rd annual Ojai MLK Day celebra-
tion is set for Monday, Jan. 16, from 10 a.m. 
to 4 p.m. at Matilija Auditorium, 703 El Paseo 
Road.

Presented by the Ojai Valley Youth Founda-
tion, the free community event honoring Dr. 
Martin Luther King Jr. will feature live perfor-
mances, speakers, poets, essay contest win-
ners and posters made by local students. “It’s 
quite an amazing line-up,” said Kate Russell, 
longtime adviser to the MLK Day Committee.

� e event was moved from Libbey Bowl to 
the Matilija Middle School auditorium due to 
concerns about mud and rain at Libbey Park, 

Russell said.
� e theme of this year’s event is “Encour-

age Growth � rough Community.”
“All of us on the committee share this love 

for the community and this love for MLK Day, 
and our goal as a team is to really just bring 
the community together,” said teen leader 
Amelia Bagley.

� e committee, consisting of 16 teen lead-
ers and eight adult mentors, has been meet-
ing biweekly since August to plan the event.

For Amber Deylon, a Black woman who at-
tended her fi rst Ojai MLK Day event in 2022, 
becoming an adult mentor felt like a calling, 
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On Aug. 28, teen leaders and adult mentors with the 
Ojai MLK Day Committee form a circle on the Libbey 
Bowl stage to begin planning this year’s event honoring 
Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.
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