Improving California’s Emergency
Drought Regulations

Restoring
Water Supply Reliability
Changes needed to manage long-term
waterCalifornia’s
supplies
Rules Under Review
The State Water Board is assessing its mandates, which are scheduled to remain in effect
through February 2016. The Water Authority has actively participated in the state’s
emergency regulatory process at every stage,
helping to refine some elements of the rules
and advocating for changes to ensure that
the state’s desire to conserve precious water
resources doesn’t unnecessarily harm residents
and businesses. To date, the State Water
Board has not acknowledged the benefits of
adding new water supplies, deciding instead
to implement a one-size-fits-all, “conservationonly” approach from Sacramento.
The result is that residents and businesses
in the San Diego region are not getting the
full benefit of planning ahead and investing
billions of dollars in water supply reliability
projects. The region overwhelmingly supported the Carlsbad Desalination Project even
though it was clear that average household
water bills would rise about $5-$7 per month
to pay for the new, drought-proof supply.
In 2016, residents will be paying for water
from the Carlsbad plant. In many places, they
also will be paying higher water bills because
state conservation mandates slashed water
sales even though water is available. This
has forced utilities to increase their per-unit
charges to cover fixed costs, driving up prices
for residents and businesses.

A More Equitable Method
The Water Authority’s proposal enables the
State Water Board to mitigate many of the
unnecessary and negative consequences of its
regulations while maintaining its existing regulatory framework, which has set conservation
targets for retail water suppliers that are 8 to
36 percent below the baseline year of 2013.

Changes needed to advance a more sustainable path
Restoring California’s Water Supply Reliability
supply emergency even if no such emergency
exists in their region. It makes more sense
to evaluate drought response on a regional
basis. For instance, in the Water Authority’s
service area, decades of prudent investments have significantly reduced the region’s
vulnerability to drought.

The key change proposed by the Water
Authority is to allow agencies to meet their
individual targets through a combination of
conservation and sustainable potable water
supplies such as desalination, potable reuse
and long-term water transfers. Those supplies
align with the state’s goal of reducing pressure on stressed water sources such as the
Sacramento-San Joaquin Bay-Delta.

DIVERSIFICATION
Enhancing Water
Supply Reliability

To ensure a balanced approach for managing water supplies, the Water Authority’s plan
requires water agencies to keep water use at
least 8 percent below state-mandated baseline
levels while the emergency regulation remains
in effect.

The Water Authority and the region’s ratepayers have invested more
than $2 billion over the past decade in water supply reliability projects,
including the San Vicente Dam Raise Project, completed in 2014.

In the face of extraordinary drought conditions,
California established emergency conservation
targets for water agencies statewide that took
effect in June 2015 with the goal of reducing
urban water use by 25 percent to comply with
orders by Gov. Jerry Brown.

Wholesale agencies like the Water Authority
would be allowed to assign new supplies to agencies they serve.
Together, these upgrades would help California
address the immediate challenges created by
the current drought without jeopardizing its ability
to prepare for next one.
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The Carlsbad Desalination Plant produces 50 million gallons of drinking water per day, enough to serve about 400,000
people. The plant, pipeline and related upgrades cost $1 billion, which will be paid entirely by San Diego County ratepayers.
Under state regulations, this new sustainable and drought-proof supply cannot be used to alleviate the level of mandatory
conservation in San Diego County.
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San Diego County has embraced the challenge, beating the state’s target during the
critical summer months and into the fall. While
the San Diego County Water Authority supports conservation and the regulations produced the intended savings, they are creating
unintended and harmful side effects that cannot be sustained indefinitely while maintaining
a healthy economy and quality of life in San
Diego County and statewide.
A Fundamental Problem
The central issue is that emergency regulations have disconnected water supplies and demands,
undermining incentives for ratepayers to invest in new, long-term
sources of supply and discouraging
local water management planning
efforts. Instead, the rules treat all
regions of the state as if they are
all experiencing the same water

The current regulations eliminate any
benefits from additional investments
and innovation in water supply reliability.
Unchanged, it will have negative effects on
California’s businesses, quality of life and
ability to adapt to changing climate and
water supply conditions in the years ahead.
■ It hurts residents – particularly those on
fixed or limited incomes – by needlessly
driving up water rates.
■ It hurts neighborhoods and property values
by inhibiting efforts to re-landscape dead
lawns with water-smart plants, which
require irrigation to establish even though
they reduce overall water use and provide
long-term aesthetic and environmental
benefits. Without plants, soil erosion and
stormwater runoff will increase, while wildlife habitat will decrease and the urban
heat island effect will intensify.
■ It hurts the economy by creating artificial
water-use limits that discourage business
attraction or expansion.

A Sustainable Path

Changes to state emergency water-use regulations are necessary
to balance the need for conservation with the need for investing
in long-term water supply reliability to reduce the risk of future
drought-induced water shortages. The San Diego County Water
Authority proposes that the State Water Resources Control Board:

■ Allow agencies to meet reduction targets through a

combination of conservation and sustainable drinking water
supplies such as desalination, potable reuse and long-term
transfer of conserved water
■ Require at least 8 percent savings through conservation compared
to state-mandated baselines during emergency conditions

The San Diego County Water Authority sustains a $218 billion regional economy and the quality of life for 3.2 million residents
through a multi-decade water supply diversification plan, major infrastructure investments and forward-thinking policies that
promote fiscal and environmental responsibility. A public agency created in 1944, the Water Authority delivers wholesale water
supplies to 24 retail water providers, including cities, special districts and a military base.

Changes needed to manage long-term water supplies

Restoring California’s Water Supply Reliability

so well that in 2015 it has virtually all of
the water it needs to meet normal demands
despite four years of drought. More than
40,000 acre-feet of water conserved locally since May has been stored in the newly
expanded San Vicente Reservoir as a hedge
against future dry years.

despite adding 800,000 people to the
county. Over that period, the local economy
added more than 300,000 jobs, and the
county’s annual gross domestic product grew
by more than 90 percent.
One result of the sustained focus on
conservation is that even before the current emergency regulations, the region was
ahead of schedule for meeting its statemandated water-use efficiency target for
2020. Another result is that water conservation is increasingly hardwired into the San
Diego region’s buildings and landscapes so
that even when water supply conditions improve, per capita water use is not expected
to rebound to levels of just a decade ago.

The seeds of that successful strategy were
sown during the 1987-92 drought, when the
Water Authority relied almost entirely on
the Metropolitan Water District of Southern
California for its water supplies. Following a
31 percent supply reduction from MWD that
lasted more than a year, the Water Authority
and its member agencies launched an aggressive, long-term strategy to diversify the
region’s water supply.

One acre-foot is
approximately
325,900 gallons,
enough to supply
two single-family
households of four
for a year.

The Water Authority plan incentivizes new
investments in supply reliability needed to
retain and attract businesses and accommodate a growing population, both in San
Diego County and the rest of
California. At the same time, it
promotes local decision-making
and self-reliance consistent with
the Governor’s Water Action
Plan. It gives communities and
regions the flexibility to figure out the best approach for
managing supplies while meeting the reliability needs of the
customers they serve.
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The San Diego Strategy
The Water Authority and its
24 member agencies have diligently prepared for droughts
for more than two decades. In
fact, the region has prepared

Major Conservation Gains
It started with conservation. Since 1990,
the Water Authority’s water-use efficiency
programs and initiatives cumulatively have
conserved more than 1 million acre-feet
of water.
Savings have been achieved through measures such as incentives on water-efficient devices, widespread promotion of water-efficient landscaping, state legislation, outreach
campaigns and home water-use assessments.
Regional per capita potable water use
today is 39 percent lower than 1990,
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39% Decline in Per Capita Water Use in
Water Authority Service Area Since 1990
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Total Potable Gallons Per Day

AF = acre-foot

A Proposed Solution
As the State Water Resources Control
Board considers changes to the regulations
for 2016, the Water Authority is advocating
for a more sustainable and equitable approach. Under this proposal, water agencies
could meet state conservation standards
through a combination of conservation and
drinking water supplies such as desalination,
potable reuse and long-term water transfers
enabled by conservation.
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Aggressive conservation measures implemented in San Diego
County over the last 25 years have already achieved substantial
water-use reductions, making it more challenging to achieve the
state-mandated savings without potentially harming the economy
and quality of life.

Major Investments in Supply Reliability
The San Diego region also united behind
a bold strategy to enhance the region’s
water supply reliability by diversifying its
water supply sources and improving its
water supply infrastructure. Every ratepayer
in the region has invested in this unparalleled drive to develop regional water reliability programs and projects, specifically
designed to protect the region from the
impacts of droughts.
These investments already are producing
significant benefits that will last for decades. They include hundreds of thousands
of acre-feet of new water supplies, and a
more robust and resilient water system that
can help manage water supplies through
multiple dry years. Highlights include major
new facilities such as the Carlsbad Desalination

WaterSmart landscaping across San Diego County has reduced
water use while maintaining the region’s quality of life.

Project, which began commercial operations in
December 2015. It will produce enough water
for approximately 400,000 people each year
as the largest seawater desalination plant in
the country. Critically, it is a
drought-proof supply.
In addition, the Water
Authority negotiated
landmark agreements
to secure high-priority
Colorado River water
through independent,
long-term conservationand-transfer agreements.

Water Supply Diversification in 1991
Local Supplies 5%

Metropolitan Water District
of Southern California 95%

Water Supply Diversification in 2015
Canal Lining Transfer 15%
Imperial Irrigation District
Water Transfer 19%

Recycled Water 5%
Groundwater 3%
Local Surface
Water 1%
Metropolitan Water District
of Southern California 57%

The net effect is that
Water Supply Diversification in 2020 (Estimated)
the Water Authority curCanal Lining Transfer 14%
rently has enough water Imperial Irrigation District
Recycled Water 7%
Water Transfer 32%
Seawater Desalination 8%
to meet 99 percent of
Groundwater 5%
normal demands. And
Local Surface
the region isn’t done: In
Water 8%
Metropolitan Water District
of Southern California 26%
the years ahead, water
agencies in San Diego
County are poised to
Water Supply Diversification in 2035 (Projected)
invest in potable
Canal Lining Transfer 12%
water reuse, purifying
Recycled Water 7%
Seawater Desalination 7%
Imperial Irrigation District
wastewater to augment Water Transfer 30%
Groundwater 4%
drinking water supplies.
Local Surface
Water 7%
However, current
Potable
Metropolitan
Reuse 15%
emergency conservation
Water District
of Southern
rules provide no water
California 18%
supply benefit for these
kinds of investments.
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