
Slab Creek Reservoir 

Paddling Accessibility & Safety Issues Analysis & Recommendations 

By Paul Redd 

Slab Creek Reservoir is a fabulous paddle in a re-

mote, steep walled canyon at 3,000 ft. elevation.  It 

has unique walls of “ slabbed ”  granite creating 

interesting patterns, overhangs, waterfalls, and 

beauty. It is narrow and ,when glassy, has a near 

mystical feel, a memorable experience.  An hour 

from Sacramento, it ’ s  a must see, and a regular 

paddle for me. 

 

But it has accessibility problems at the lower and upper 

ends of the reservoir, and no access in-between. 

These issues have resulted in trips where paddlers 

never put-in, or when they put-in and wished they had 

not, including one evening paddle that turned into an all 

night rescue. The purpose of this analysis is to help 

prevent unsuccessful and unsafe trips there. 

The upper put-in ( Forebay Rd. )  is where the 

inflow meets the reservoir.  The usability of this 

put-in is affected by both the reservoir level 

( n ow available at dreamflows.com )  and the 

inflow, which is the result of diversions controlled 

by SMUD for power generation. The amount of 

inflow is unpredictable and will remain so.   

 Sometimes the reservoir level is too low, 

creating anything from a long, dry, rocky creek-

bed to a whitewater river with rapids, depending 

on the inflow.  In this case, most paddlers should 

not put-in, and the trip is wasted. 

 Sometimes, the reservoir level is usable to put-in, but then inflow increases while you are pad-

dling, making it difficult or impossible to get safely back against the strong current.  You could be at then 

end of your day, and not be able to get back to your cars easily, or at all.  

 Rarely, the reservoir level is high enough that the meeting of flat water and current is upstream 

of the put-in.  In this case, this access is usable no matter what the amount of inflow. Until recently, there 

was no way to know or predict when the level was getting high enough to count on. Even now, you have 

to know where to find this information, and plan a trip in time to take advantage of the high water. 

Upper Put-in  

Facing Upstream 



Slab Creek Reservoir—Upper Put-in, Forebay Rd. 

 

Less than +/- 1836 

At reservoir levels below about 1836 ( less common ) ,  you will have to drag your boat through a shal-

low streambed , or paddle down current, just to get to the lake.  If the level comes up you may or may 

not be able to get back to your car—you may have to drag up a shallow stream bed or paddle against 

strong or even impassable current.  Float/dragging your boat up along the far shore, then ferrying across 

current to the beach is one way to get back to the car at low water levels.  Again, the current could dras-

tically increase making the ferry difficult, especially for paddlers less skilled in current. 

 

+/- 1836 to +/- 1845 

At Reservoir levels between about 1836 and 1845 ( most of the time in Spring/Summer )  any outcome 

is possible. You can put-in, but may face different conditions on your return.  Although the level doesn ’ t  

normally change more than about  10 ”  per hour ( usually much less ) , if you are out a long time, it 

could drop making your return a boat-drag. If the level stays or goes up, you could still face a drastic and 

unpredictable increase in river inflow to paddle against back to your car.   You may also have a success-

ful trip with no access problems.  I suggest you consider the lower put-in—see those “ rules of thumb. ”  

 

More than +/-1845 

At reservoir levels above about 1845 ( sometimes in Winter-spring ) , this upper access should be us-

able for put-in and take-out despite high inflow.  Around 1850 the reservoir begins to spill, noticeable 

when the outflow below Slab Creek rises above the normal 35 cfs.   At these high levels, after plenty of 

rain in the Spring when the watershed is full, this reservoir is beautiful. Still at 3,000 ’  elevation, ice and 

road conditions should be watched.  You would have to be watching the dreamflows.com level and chart 

for these occasions, and act quickly.  It doesn ’ t  stay high for long. Predictability of these levels should 

improve after the availability of a full year of the new graphs on Dreamflows.com. 

 

Good Rules of Thumb for upper-put-in: 

1. Never use the upper put-in for moonlight paddles or paddles where onset of darkness is possible. 

2. Do not use the upper put-in before forecasted severe weather.  

3. Always take with you directions from the upper put-in to the lower put-in just in  case paddlers be-

come stranded and a drive-around is required. 

Recommendations for Trip Planning 

The following recommendations are the first version, and are based on limited time/date matched photographs, an-

ecdotes, and review of historical raw data without benefit of historical graphs.  There are gaps in the photo evi-

dence.  The conclusions reached may change as more photos, other evidence, and historical graphs become avail-

able. They are intended for the recreational flat water paddler and that typical skill range. The author makes no rep-

resentations as to the accuracy of these recommendations.  The user assumes all responsibility for  all decisions 

about when and where to paddle, drive, hike, etc.  



Recommendations for Trip Planning 
The following recommendations are the first version, and are based on limited time/date matched photographs, anecdotes, and 

review of historical raw data without benefit of historical graphs.  There are gaps in the photo evidence.  The conclusions reached 

may change as more photos, other evidence, and historical graphs become available. They are intended for the recreational flat 

water paddler and that typical skill range. The author makes no representations as to the accuracy of these recommendations.  

The Lower put-in, Slab Creek Road: 
 

At this put-in, the reservoir level does not affect usability.  Any 

water level is fine.  This reservoir is still very beautiful and a wor-

thy paddle at all reservoir levels.  The problem is the road, park-

ing, and turn-around. 
 

The final 1 mile to 

the lower put-in is a very narrow one-lane, dirt 

and wash-board road on the side of a steep 

mountain.  There are rare and small turn-outs for 

passing opposing traffic. At the bottom near the 

sad excuse for a “ boat ramp ”  are 3 car park-

ing spaces,  and a tight turn-around 

which also fills with 2 more parked 

cars.  You could meet cars going 

down to the put-in and have no pass-

ing room, or you could get there and have no 

room to park, and little/no room to turn around.  

You could literally be forced to back up this narrow 

road on the side of a mountain. In addition, at 

3,000 ft. elevation, this road is subject to ice 

and snow during winter.  Fisherman and pad-

dlers are the users of this access which becomes near gridlock with only 5 vehicles!  

The  SMUD gate at the road entrance automatically opens at dawn and closes at dusk. 

The Turn-around fills if 2 cars park there. 

Rock wall on one side, sheer drop to the 

water on the other.. 

The narrow Boat Ramp with 

sheer drop on one side.  

Turnaround is at top. 

Road widens to fit 3 cars. 



Things you can do to help improve this Analysis of Slab Creek Reservoir: 
 

1. Take upstream and downstream photos roughly matching those that follow, at the up-

per put-in.  We really need photos from 1843 to 1849, and 1828 to 1838.  Note inflow 

and change in inflow  during the day. Photos or descriptions of the parking conditions 

at the lower access are also very valuable information.  E-mail these photos or descrip-

tions to Paul Redd via meetup.com on the SacYakkers or Paddle Pushers sites with 

the date and approximate time, or just name the files with date/time.   

2. Report  your trips to Slab and the use, or not,  of the recommendations here and the 

results.  Suggest any changes based on your experience. 

3. Pass on the existence of these access issues to other paddlers.  Paddlers have gone 

to Slab and had unsuccessful or unsafe trips because they were not aware of these 

issues. Neighbors have complained of problems because of these issues. 

Rules of Thumb for Slab Creek Reservoir—Lower put-in: 

1. Consider going very early ( even at dawn ) ,  so you are the first vehicle ( s )  down the 

road. Gorgeous paddling, no chance of opposing traffic or full parking and less PM 

wind on return paddle. 

2. Consider going on WEEKDAYS when use is mini-

mized and parking available. 

3. Drive slowly and carefully in case of opposing traf-

fic going in and out. 

4. Take the minimum number of vehicles possible.  

This is a small group trip. No 4+ car caravans. 

5. Consider taking radios, and sending one vehicle 

or hiker ahead from last road turnout to assess 

parking conditions (e specially at days or times when others are likely there first ) . 

Use radios or just a 2 minute gap to keep one open turnout between you and the next 

vehicle in your party.  Ask drivers of opposing traffic about parking conditions. 

6. Take boat carts, and good shoes just in case you are forced to park well up the road.  

7. When you arrive, if parking available is limited to one or two, turn around immediately 

and move your car into the parking spot to unload.  Avoid later cars taking “ your ”  

spot.   Carry your boats the 30 yards to the water, it ’ s worth it. 

Forced to back up the narrow 

road, an SUV is stuck with a tire 

off the road. 

Photo: Ken Kestral 



Upper Put-in facing 

downstream.  10-24-

10. Photo by Scott. 

Reservoir level 1827, 

very low inflow. Hard 

but not impossible to 

get to the lake, harder 

to get back. Impossible 

if the inflow increases. 

1827 

Photographic Data and Observations 

1835.5     Downstream 

1835.5    upstream from far bank 

Upper put-in 9-13-

12 at Noon.  Pho-

tos Paul Redd. 

Level 1835.5 Un-

able to paddle to 

beach without tak-

ing out on far side 

and dragging  

boats in water-

then ferrying 

across the mild 

current to the 

beach. If the cur-

rent increased 

this solution 

would be come  

harder. 



1839.7 

downstream 

1839.7 

upstream 

but absolute 

beginners.  

Photographic Data and Observations 

1839 

Upper put-in 8-6-11  3 

PM  Photo by Sven 

Lund. Reservoir level 

1839 with medium-high 

inflow. Possible to put in 

with paddlers confident 

in current, but very 

hard/impossible to pad-

dle back against. 

Upper Put-in 7-

13-12 at Noon  

facing down-

stream and  

upstream with  

low inflow. Mild 

to paddle 

against for all 



1841.1 

1841.5 

downstream 

1841.5 

upstream 

Upper Put-in facing down-

stream 7-29-12 at 4 PM.  

Photo by Beckie Galloway.  

Reservoir level 1841.1 with 

moderate inflow was difficult 

for some paddlers to get back 

to cars.  These are take-out 

pictures for the AM put-in be-

low. The paddle back was 

enough to discourage Beckie, 

a veteran, from returning. 

Upper put-in on 7-29-12, 10 AM by 

Beckie Galloway facing both up-

stream and downstream. Reservoir 

level 1841.5.  Pure glass with no 

inflow. See how the change in in-

flow made such a big difference 

above. 

Photographic Data and Observations 



Upper put-in 3-28-11 

about 10 AM. Reservoir 

level 1850.  Photo pro-

vided by Ken Kestral.  At 

this high level the real 

meeting of the lake and 

current is above this. Mild 

current here even with 

high inflow. Reservoir just 

begins to spill right at 

1850. 

Upper put-in 6-11-11 Af-

ternoon.  Photo by Sven. 

Lund. Reservoir level 

about 1852.  In a very wet 

season the level stayed up 

like this long enough to 

plan trips. At this level the 

reservoir is spilling and the 

flow in the now “ river”  is 

about 2,500 CFS., still 

mild enough current here 

to paddle against for most 

semi-experienced pad-

dlers. Narrow spots would 

be faster. 

1850.1 

1851.8 

Photographic Data and Observations 



This is the 4 day graph for Slab 

Creek Res. Elev.  Unfortunately, 

the only  useful Summer pattern 

so far  is that  it does not change 

faster than about  .8 ft. per hour, 

usually less. 

The 30 day graph on Dream-

flows.com   Tight range  of about 

1837-42 during power production. 

Those are not always 24 hr. cycles 

you see, and there is not much 

useful pattern yet. 

What ’ s new? What is Dreamflows.com and how is it useful? 

 

When I first found Slab had issues, I knew a tool from my Whitewater days could help.  

Dreamflows.com has lots of river flows and a few lake levels. Slab’ s  lake level was 

only real-time ,with no trackabilty. So, I asked Dreamflows operator, Chris Shackleton, 

a friend, to send me the historical raw data. I was able to acquire time/dated photos 

from SacYakkers and Paddle Pushers and match them to the reservoir level. Then 

Chris agreed to make the Slab Creek Res. level a trackable ( graphable )  entry start-

ing in Aug. 2012.  This will allow us to spot patterns, or short-term predictability, like 

whitewater paddlers do all the time.  I suspect the graphs will be most useful at the ex-

tremes, showing when the reservoir is getting high enough to safely plan to use the up-

per put-in in the coming days or hours, or too low to even consider.  In the middle 

ranges, the inflow is the critical factor for the upper put-in, and that inflow will remain 

unavailable for the foreseeable future. 

Dreamflows.com is free. Thanks to Chris Shackleton and Dreamflows.com sponsors. 



This is something like the 3 year graph 

will look like eventually. The one here is 

for Folsom Lake.  These graphs can be 

seen simply by going to Dream-

flows.com, choosing the “ Real-time 

Report ”  and finding Slab Creek Res 

Elev. Click on that and the graph ap-

pears. You can then toggle between 4 

day, 30 day, or 3 years.    

Why all this Geeky Analysis of One reservoir? 

Simple. It ’ s worth it.  Slab Creek is unique. I believe paddling there, particularly early 

AM, or non-summer paddling, will be a near religious experience.  But there have been 

failed trips there. Safety and access issues lurk for unaware paddlers. 

Is there a long-term fix? What can I do? 

SMUD has fallen under political and judicial pressure for years to make accessible for 

recreation its water resources, like PG&E has done.  There have been demonstrations, 

paddler arrests, court cases, laws, hearings, etc.  Improving access to Slab Creek res-

ervoir is tough, given the topography. It means spending money to improve the road/

parking at the dam, or extending/changing the upper put-in so that inflow does not af-

fect accessibility.  Or, SMUD could be required to make the inflow data available and/

or predictable (affecting their ability to produce power as needed ) .   Also, the 

neighbors to these sites sometimes don ’ t want increased access and fight it as well.   

 

What paddlers can do now is be good, safe, clean users.  Follow the Rules of Thumb 

here. Avoid problems. Carry out trash.  Become an asset to SMUD, not a liability. 

Dreamflows.com and Slab Creek Reservoir ( continued)  


