
DIVERSIFICATION
Enhancing Water 
Supply Reliability

Safe and reliable water supplies have 
been a hallmark of San Diego County for 
decades, supporting the region’s economy 
and our quality of life. The region’s water 
agencies are committed to environmental 
stewardship and world-class technology as 
they develop new sources of drought-resilient 
local supply for future generations. 

Several local water agencies are advanc-
ing or considering the next frontier of drink-
ing water supplies – potable water reuse. 
Potable water reuse utilizes multi-barrier 
processes similar to seawater desalination to 
treat wastewater to drinking water standards. 
By using water more than once, local water 
agencies will be able to generate billions of 

gallons of water 
each year, helping 
the semi-arid region 
continue to thrive.

For more than 
two decades, water 
agencies in San 
Diego County have 
promoted water 
reuse as part of 
the region’s multi-
faceted water sup-
ply diversification 
strategy. In 1991, 
the region was 95 
percent dependent 
on one source of 

imported supply. In 2020, our water supply 
picture is much more diverse due in part to 
local water supply projects, including recycled 
water, seawater desalination and brackish 
groundwater recovery replacing our need for 
imported water deliveries.   

By supporting rigorous scientific analysis, 
securing money for studies, and sponsor-
ing state legislation to speed the adoption 
of regulations, the Water Authority and its 

member agencies have 
become leading advo-
cates for potable reuse 
as the next generation 
of locally controlled, 
drought-resilient drink-
ing water supplies. It is 
estimated that by 2035, 
potable reuse projects 
in San Diego County will 
comprise 16 percent of the region’s water 
supply portfolio, reducing imported water 
demands even more. 

Region Plays Leading Role 
Incidental potable reuse has occurred 

for generations throughout the country when 
treated wastewater has been discharged to 
rivers or lakes, then withdrawn, treated and 
distributed for municipal, industrial, and agri-
cultural users downstream. For instance, there 
are more than 300 wastewater outfalls on the 
Colorado River, a major source of drinking 
water for Southern California. 

To date, the only permitted potable reuse 
projects in California are for recharging 
groundwater basins – and that strategy has 
been effective in Los Angeles and Orange 
counties for decades. The State of Califor-
nia also has developed regulations for other 
types of potable reuse, for instance, deliver-
ing purified water to drinking water reser-
voirs, and projects are under development in 
San Diego County.

The Water Authority is working with its 
member agencies through the Potable Reuse 
Coordination Committee to support potable 
reuse projects.  Water Authority staff support 
member agencies in three key areas: public 
outreach and messaging, engaging with regu-
latory agencies and helping secure funding 
for local projects. 

Restoring California’s Water Supply Reliability 

Potable Reuse in 
San Diego County

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

Safe, pure and reliable 

Reverse osmosis membranes like these at the City of San Diego’s Dem-
onstration Pure Water Facility are an important component of purifying 
water for potable reuse.

The San Diego County Water Authority sustains a $245 billion regional economy and the quality of life for 3.3 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.
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Multi-Barrier Purification Process
Potable reuse relies on a multi-barrier 

treatment process to make recycled water 
safe to drink. Purified water produced in 
California with state-of-the-art technologies 
is higher quality than most bottled water. In 
coming years, potable reuse projects are 
expected to help water agencies optimize ex-
isting infrastructure, increase locally controlled 
water supplies, and provide environmental 
benefits while continuing to protect public 
health. 

Water purification processes and technolo-
gies differ from project to project, but they 
generally follow a series of steps to produce 
water that fully complies with both state and 
federal drinking water quality standards. 
Those steps include:

 � Microfiltration/ultrafiltration
 � Reverse osmosis
 � Ultra-violet advanced oxidation

Local Projects on Tap
San Diego County is a leader in water 

technology, and several local agencies are 
already developing potable reuse plans and 
projects as part of their commitment to make 

the most of every drop. Three major initiatives 
are underway, with more expected in coming 
years.

Pure Water San Diego is the City of San 
Diego’s phased, multi-year program that will 
provide one-third of the city’s water supply  
by 2035. The Pure Water program uses 
proven technology to treat recycled water 
to produce safe, high-quality drinking water. 
It also will reduce the amount of treated 
wastewater that is discharged to the ocean 
by more than 50 percent.

The East County Advanced Water Purifica-
tion Program will create a new, local, sustain-
able and drought-proof drinking water sup-
ply using state-of-the-art technology to meet 
30 percent of East County’s current drinking 
water demands. The project is a partnership 
between Padre Dam Municipal Water District, 
Helix Water District, the County of San Diego 
and the City of El Cajon. It is expected to be 
completed in 2025. 

Oceanside Pure Water is a potable reuse 
project that will recharge the Mission Basin 
Aquifer with full advanced-treated water 
from the San Luis Rey Water Reclamation 
Facility.  The purified water will supplement 

natural recharge of the groundwater 
basin, providing the City of Oceanside 
with more than 3,300 acre-feet per 
year starting in 2021. Additional wa-
ter purification projects under consider-
ation in the region include:

 � Membrane Filtration and 
Reverse Osmosis Facility (City 
of Escondido) 

 � Groundwater Recharge 
(Marine Corps Base Camp 
Pendleton)

 � Potable Reuse Feasibility 
Study (San Dieguito Water 
District, Santa Fe Irrigation 
District and San Elijo Joint 
Powers Authority) 

 � Water Reuse Feasibility 
Study (Encina Wastewater 
Authority)

For more information about po-
table reuse, go to potablereuse.
sdcwa.org.
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This diagram shows the water purification and recycled water processes and 
how the water is used in our community.
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