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Correspondence and media coverage of interest between July 27, 2018 and September 12, 2018 
 

Correspondence 

Date:  September 10, 2018 
To:  Spreck Rosekrans, Restore Hetch Hetchy Executive Director  
From:  Harlan Kelly, SFPUC General Manager 
Subject: Response to S. Rosekrans August 3, 2018 letter (attached)  
 
Date:  August 29, 2018 
To:  Al Mendall, BAWSCA Chair of the Board and Ike Kwon, SFPUC President  
From:  Spreck Rosekrans, Restore Hetch Hetchy Executive Director  
Subject: Implementation of flow requirements on the lower Tuolumne River 
 
Date:  August 22, 2018  
To:  Felicia Marcus, Chair, State Water Resources Control Board 
From:  The Hon. Scott Weiner, State Senator 

The Hon. Phil Ting, State Assembly Member 
The Hon. David Chiu, State Assembly Member 

Subject: Consideration of a Proposed Resolution to Adopt Amendments to the Water Quality Control  
Plan for the San Francisco Bay/Sacramento San Joaquin Delta Estuary and Adopt the Final 
Substitute Environmental Document 
 

Date:  August 20, 2018 
To:  Felicia Marcus, Chair, State Water Resources Control Board 
From:  The Hon. Jerry Hill, State Senator 
Subject: Bay Delta Water Quality Control Plan 
 
Date:  August 20, 2018 
To:  Felicia Marcus, Chair, State Water Resources Control Board 
From:  The Hon. Bill Quirk, State Assembly Member 
Subject: Bay Delta Water Quality Control Plan 
 
Date:  August 16, 2018 
To:  Felicia Marcus, Chair, State Water Resources Control Board 
From:  Congress of the United States 
Subject: Final Draft Bay-Delta Plan Update for the Lower San Joaquin River and Southern Delta 
 
Date:  August 15, 2018 
To:  The Hon. John Laird, Secretary for Natural Resources 
From:  Felicia Marcus, Chair, State Water Resources Control Board 
Subject: Response to August 15th letter from John Laird 
 
Date:  August 15, 2018 
To:  Felicia Marcus, Chair, State Water Resources Control Board 
From:  The Hon. John Laird, Secretary for Natural Resources  
Subject: August 21, 2018 Meeting, Agenda Item 4:  Consideration of a Proposed Resolution to Adopt  
  Amendments to the Water Quality Control Plan for the San Francisco Bay/Sacramento San 
  Joaquin Delta Estuary and Adopt the Final Substitute Environmental Document 
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Correspondence, Cont’d. 
 
Date:  July 27, 2018 
To:  Felicia Marcus, Chair, State Water Resources Control Board  
From:  Department of Water Resources and Department of Fish and Wildlife 
Subject: Proposed Final Amendments and Final Substitute Environmental Document for Lower  

San Joaquin River Flow Objectives and Southern Delta Salinity Objectives 
 

Date:  July 27, 2018  
To:  Felicia Marcus, Chair, State Water Resources Control Board 
From:  The Hon. Brenda Burman, United States Department of the Interior 
Subject: Final Draft Bay-Delta Plan Update for the Lower San Joaquin River and Southern Delta 
 
Date:  August 9, 2018 
To:  The Hon. Ryan Zinke, Secretary, Department of the Interior 
From:  Dianne Feinstein and Kamala D. Harris, United States Senator 
Subject: Removing O’Shaughnessy Dam and restoring Hetch Hetchy Valley 
 
 

Media Coverage 

Bay Delta Water Quality Control Plan: 

Date:  September 11, 2018  
Source: Modesto Bee 
Article:  Why some are concerned over water board chairwoman’s ties to Bay Area Institute 
 
Date:  September 11, 2018 
Source: San Mateo Daily Journal 
Article:  The amazing Tuolumne 
 
Date:  September 9, 2018 
Source: Fresno Bee 
Article:  Strange Bedfellows?  Westlands and San Francisco share common ground 
 
Date:  August 30, 2018 
Source: Water Deeply 
Article:  Groundwater Banking:  A Likely Solution to Achieve Greater River Flows 
 
Date:  August 25, 2018 
Source: San Francisco Chronicle 
Article:  State Water Board plan would require water rationing in the Bay Area 
 
Date:  August 22, 2018 
Source: San Francisco Examiner 
Article:  Supporting a Bay-Delta Plan that balances water reliability and environmental sustainability 
 
Date:  August 21, 2018  
Source: San Francisco Chronicle 
Article:  California’s water wars heat up at Sacramento hearing over river flows 
 
Date:  August 21, 2018 
Source: Palo Alto Weekly 
Article:  Defying water suppliers, Palo Alto backs Bay-Delta Plan 
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Bay Delta Water Quality Control Plan, cont’d: 

Date:  August 15, 2018 
Source: San Francisco Examiner 
Article:  Prioritizing San Francisco’s water supply 
 
Date:  August 14, 2018 
Source: ACWA 
Article:  State Water Board Must Reconsider Unimpaird Flows Approach 
 
 
Restore Hetch Hetchy: 

Date:  August 22, 2018 
Source: Water Deeply 
Article:  A Century On, the Battle Over Yosemite’s Hetch hetchy Valley Continues 
 
Date:  August/September 2018 
Source: Bay Area Monitor 
Article:  The Great Hetch Hetchy Debate 
 
 
Infrastructure: 

Date:  September 12, 2018 
Source: East Bay Times 
Editorial: Delta hearing opens door to twin-tunnels water grab  
 
Date:  September 10, 2018 
Source: Capitol Weekly 
Article:  State Water Project:  Our most important infrastructure 
 
Date:  September 6, 2018 
Source: Public Policy Institute of California 
Article:  Make California’s Water Grid Climate-Ready 
 
Date:  September 6, 2018 
Source: San Diego Tribune 
Article:  Commentary:  How Prop 3 helps ensure California’s water future 
 
Date:  September 5, 2018 
Source: The Union Democrat 
Article:  Hetch Hetchy’s Moccasin Dam is in poor condition, state Dams Safety Division says  
 
Date:  August 31, 2018 
Source: AgNet West 
Article:  Latest Climate Change Assessment Illustrates Farming Challenges of the Future 
 
Date:  August 29, 2018 
Source: Tracy Press 
Article:  Brown tries to jam Delta water hearing through legislature 
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San Francisco 
Water Sewer 
Services of the San Francisco Public Utilities Commission 

OFFICE OF THE GENERAL MANAGER 
San Francisco Public Utilities Commission 

525 Golden Gate Avenue, lr Floor 
San Francisco, CA 94102-3220 

T 415-554-0740 
F 415-554-3161 

HKelly@sfwater.org  

September 10, 2018 

Mr. Spreck Roselcrans 

Executive Director 

Restore Retch Hetchy 

3286 Adeline Street, Suite 7 

Berkeley, CA 94703 

Dear Mr. Roselcrans, 

In response to your letter dated August 3, 2018, I stand by the statements made 

in my Letter to the Editor published in the San Francisco Chronicle on July 31, 

2018. Any effort to restore Hetch Hetchy Valley would have major financial, 

environmental and water supply consequences detrimental to San Francisco and 

our long-term wholesale customers. 

Regarding your proposal for a public dialogue, I am unable to participate in 

such a discussion given Restore Retch Hetchy's continuing litigation against 

the City and County of San Francisco. 

Sincerely, 

London Breed 
Mayor 

Ike Kwan 
President 

Harlan L. Kelly, J 

General Manager 

Vince Courtney 
Vice President 

Ann Moller Caen 
cc: The Honorable Ryan Zinke, U.S. Secretary of the Interior Commissioner 

The Honorable John Laird, California Secretary of Natural Resources Francesca Vietar 
Commissioner 

Nicole Sandlculla, Chief Executive Officer and General Manager, BAWSCA 

* San Francisco Chronicle 

Harlan L Kelly, Jr. 
General Manager 

OUR MISSION: To provide our customers with high-quality, efficient and reliable water, power and sewer 
services in a manner that values environmental and community interests and sustains the resources entrusted 
to our care. 

Anson Moran 
Commissioner 
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August 15, 2018 
 
 
Felicia Marcus, Chair 
Steven Moore, Vice-Chair 
Tam M. Doduc, Member 
Dorene D'Adamo, Member 
E. Joaquin Esquivel, Member  
State Water Resources Control Board 
1001 I Street, 24th Floor 
Sacramento, CA 95814 
 
Re: August 21, 2018 Meeting, Agenda Item 4: Consideration of a Proposed Resolution 

to Adopt Amendments to the Water Quality Control Plan for the San Francisco 
Bay/Sacramento San Joaquin Delta Estuary and Adopt the Final Substitute 
Environmental Document 

 
Dear Chair Marcus, Vice-Chair Moore, and Members: 
 
I write on behalf of my agency and the Departments of Water Resources and Fish and Wildlife 
(Departments) pursuant to the procedures stated in your “Notice of Public Meeting” (July 6, 
2018), p. 3.  Specifically, I request that you give the Departments the opportunity to discuss 
information they could present on scientific methods available to evaluate the relative benefits of 
flow and non-flow actions to protect native salmonid fish species in the San Joaquin Basin.  We 
request 30 minutes for the presentation.  This information bears on adaptive implementation, as 
well as the voluntary settlement agreements which the Departments expect to complete and 
submit.  SED Appendix K, pp. 30, 36.  Further, we request that the State Water Board exercise 
your authority to continue the meeting beyond August 22, 2018 (Notice, p. 1) so that final board 
action will take place at a future board meeting.   

 
Thank you for consideration of this request. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
John Laird 
Secretary for Natural Resources 
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IN REPLY REFER TO: 

Ms. Felicia Marcus, Chair 

United States Department of the Interior 

BUREAU OF RECLAMATION 
Washington, DC 20240 

July 27, 2018 

State Water Resources Control Board 
P.O. Box 100 

1001 I Street 
Sacramento, California 95814 

Subject: Final Draft Bay-Delta Plan Update for the Lower San Joaquin River and Southern Delta 

Dear Chair Marcus: 

The Bureau of Reclamation provides this comment to the State Water Resources Control Board 
("Board" or "SWRCB") in response to the Board's proposed final San Joaquin River flows and 

Southern Delta water quality amendments (collectively, "Board Amendments") to the Water 

Quality Control Plan for the San Francisco Bay/Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta Estuary. The 
Board has requested comments by July 27, 2018.1 Attached are Reclamation's more technical 
comments on the Board Amendments. 

As set forth in greater detail below, the Board Amendments contemplate management by others 
of a Reclamation project and appear to directly interfere with the New Melones Project's ability 
to store water. The Board amendments essentially elevate the Project's fish and wildlife 
purposes over the Project's irrigation and domestic purposes contrary to the prioritization scheme 

carefully established by Congress. Notably, implementation of the 40% unimpaired flow 
standard will reduce storage of water at New Me Jones by 315,000 acre-feet per year, on 

average-even after taking into account likely reductions to Central Valley Project contract 
deliveries. The 40% unimpaired flow standard will likely result in diminished power generation 

and recreational opportunities at New Me Jones, as well. 

Reclamation, therefore, recommends the Board reconsider the Board Amendments and postpone 

the public meeting currently scheduled for August 21-22, 2018, for additional due diligence and 

dialogue. 

Consistent with his statutory responsibilities set forth in Pub. L. 99-546, Title 1, section 101 and 
elsewhere, the Secretary of the Interior will more fully review the Board Amendments. 

Following appropriate due diligence, if the Secretary of the Interior determines that the Board 

1 The Board has also released its Framework for the Sacramento/Delta Update to the Bay-Delta Plan. 

Reclamation intends to comment on that document, as well. As confirmed to Reclamation by Board staff, 

there is no current deadline for comments to the Framework document. 
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Why some are concerned over water board chairwoman’s ties to Bay Area institute 

Modesto Bee | September 11, 2018 | Ken Carlson 

Felicia Marcus, chairwoman of the State Water Resources Control Board, has considerable 

influence over decision-making that could leave more water in rivers for salmon at the expense 

of irrigation districts in the Northern San Joaquin Valley. 

With a crucial vote set for Nov. 7 on the Bay-Delta Water Quality Control Plan — known as the 

“water grab” in Stanislaus, Merced and south San Joaquin counties — some are puzzled by 

what they feel is a conflict of interest given her relationship with the executive director of a Bay 

Area think tank that’s had millions of dollars in contracts with the state agency she oversees. 

The nonprofit San Francisco Estuary Institute had contracts worth $3.3 million with the State 

Water Board from 2014 to 2017 and routinely does work for the agency’s regional water boards. 

The executive of the San Francisco Estuary Institute is Marcus’ husband, Warner Chabot. 

No one has formally claimed the spousal relationship and SFEI’s contracting with the state 

disqualifies Marcus from participating in the Nov. 7 board vote. 

It looks, however, like a cozy relationship to local officials who are upset with the state’s 

proposal to allocate more water to fish and wildlife in the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta and 

leave less storage in reservoirs for agriculture and city customers. 

“They should never have put themselves in that kind of position to begin with,” said Jim 

DeMartini, chairman of the Stanislaus County Board of Supervisors. “If that center is doing work 

for the board she chairs, one of them ought to step down.” 

Chabot insists the center is not involved in advocacy and stays away from studies on river flows. 

None of the agency’s work is cited in support documents for the Bay-Delta water quality update. 

Chabot added that the center does not contribute scientific findings to decision-makers for Gov. 

Jerry Brown’s delta tunnels project. 

“We don’t do flows,” Chabot said. “We don’t do tunnels.” 

Under political reform laws, public officials are expected to abstain from decisions in which they 

have a financial interest. Officials who perform their duties in an impartial manner and free from 

bias serve to build public trust in government. 

Attorneys have advised Marcus to recuse herself when SFEI contracts for services come before 

the water board. The powerful board deals with water quality and water rights in California. 

In a statement Wednesday, the water board said Marcus was proactive about the issue before 

Chabot accepted the position with SFEI in fall 2014 and has followed the appropriate legal 

requirements. Marcus did not comment for this story but released a portion of the legal advice 

she received in October 2014 from Chief Counsel Michael Lauffer. 

Marcus, who’s sometimes called the state’s water czar, would participate in the Nov. 7 board 

vote unless it’s foreseeable the decision would have a material effect on the couple’s finances. 

Marcus’ financial disclosures report spousal income between $10,000 and $100,000 from SFEI 

— or half his salary — which is within state reporting guidelines. Chabot said his salary has 



remained at $150,000 a year since taking the job, showing no material gain from contracting 

with the state.  

Before he accepted the job with SFEI, Chabot said, legal advice was sought from three sources 

— the attorney general, water board counsel and SFEI’s attorney — to make sure the center 

could still contract with the water board. “I would not take the job unless we created a clear 

firewall and legal process,” he said. 

In a letter that October, Lauffer advised that Marcus could continue her service on the board if 

her spouse took the job. If SFEI was a private business and hired Chabot, Marcus’ service on 

the board would nullify contracts, even if she abstained on those items. 

Because the institute has nonprofit status, her community property interest in her husband’s 

salary was deemed a “remote” interest under Government Code section 1090, the state law 

against self-dealing. Marcus could remain on the board and recuse herself each time an SFEI 

contract was considered. 

Any other issues could be dealt with case by case, Lauffer wrote. The married couple and staff 

would “remain vigilant and assess potential conflicts as they arise,” the letter said. 

Chabot accepted the position and established rules barring employees of the Richmond center 

from talking with Marcus about contracts or their work for the state. Marcus was advised not to 

confer with water board staff on SFEI contract activities. 

Chabot said the SFEI developed a reputation for nonpartisan and excellent research long before 

his tenure.  

The SFEI and its Aquatic Science Center is a respected think tank created years ago by the 

water board and Bay Area water agencies. Rather than continuing with years of combat science 

by sanitation districts, oil companies and interest groups over pollution in San Francisco Bay, 

the agencies created the science center as a joint powers authority and pitched in funds for 

objective studies and monitoring. 

Along with ecological projects around the Bay Area and the state, the SFEI currently runs the 

Delta Regional Monitoring Program looking at pesticide toxins in delta water, with almost $1.2 

million budgeted for the program this year, and it does monitoring for the water board’s program 

called SWAMP. Work for state agencies represents 75 percent of Its $10.2 million budget this 

year. 

The center has landed contracts with the Delta Stewardship Council, an independent state 

agency, created in 2010, that’s focused on a more reliable water supply for California and 

protection and enhancement of the delta ecosystem.  

Last year, the Delta Council approved a contract with SFEI, not to exceed $960,000, to 

“enhance collaboration and coordination of science initiatives and inform management decisions 

affecting the Bay-Delta.” Part of the contract is producing science that strengthens the 

ecological connection between the delta and San Francisco Bay.  

There was no competitive bidding for the contract. When asked for the lines of separation 

between this contract and the water board’s plan for delta water quality, Chabot said the center 

will identify high-priority options for habitat restoration on the delta landscape. The water board’s 

Bay-Delta plan talks about restoring native fish habitat in channels. 



Matt Gatto, a Delta Council member and former assemblyman from Southern California, did not 

support the SFEI contract, approved in April 2017, over concerns it would duplicate the work of 

the agency’s science staff. He wasn’t pleased to learn last week Marcus is married to the 

executive director of SFEI 

“This probably does not make the state of California look good,” Gatto said. “We have a large 

part of the state that is skeptical of just about everything we do. If you have a whiff of a conflict, 

it casts doubt on the science we make available to the public.” 

Council member Susan Tatayon, who supported the SFEI contract, said she didn’t know about 

the spousal relationship and it did not matter to her. “I don’t see a conflict,” she said. “The 

scientists at the Aquatic Science Center are very well respected for their work.” 

Randy Fiorini of Turlock, who’s chairman of the Stewardship Council, said the SFEI was hired 

for the job because of its scientific reputation and previous work providing an ecological history 

of the delta. The Bay Area center performed studies for the Delta Council well before Chabot’s 

time as executive director, he said. 

Fiorini said he’s aware the center’s executive director is married to Marcus, having previously 

worked with Marcus on the council. Marcus was a Delta Council member from mid-2010 to 

2012. Rainer Hoenicke, the Delta Council’s deputy executive officer for science, was executive 

director for SFEI before the council hired him in 2013. 

Fiorini said the institute’s peer-reviewed work is guided by a lead scientist and is not vulnerable 

to political influence. “To suggest that is insulting to the scientists who work on these projects,” 

he said. “We are seeking those services from them because they are good at it.” 

Approving the contract without seeking proposals from other potential contractors was legal 

because the SFEI’s Aquatic Science Center is a local government JPA, Hoenicke said. 

Jim Kelly, board chairman for SFEI, said the center’s work on the delta has expanded under 

Chabot’s leadership. Chabot handles administrative duties while the work of the center’s 50 

scientists largely is overseen by clients including regional water boards. “The clients are deeply 

involved in the whole process from the scope of work to commenting (on the findings) before it 

goes out,” Kelly said. 

Chabot took over reins after the SFEI center was without an executive director for nearly two 

years. A competitive recruitment and interview process determined he was the best candidate 

for the position, Kelly said. 

Kelly assured that Marcus was not involved in the hiring process. “We are talking about two 

people who are very savvy legally and never would put themselves in that position,” Kelly said. 

 

# # # 
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The amazing Tuolumne  

San Mateo Daily Journal | September 10, 2018 | Sue Lempert  

The Tuolumne River flows for 149 miles throughout Central California, from the Sierra Nevada 

to join the San Joaquin River in the Central Valley. It originates in Yosemite National Park 8,000 

feet above sea level. The upper Tuolumne is a fast-flowing mountain stream. The Hetch Hetchy 

Watershed, located here, provides 85 percent of our water supply. 

The lower river crosses a broad, fertile and very cultivated alluvial plain. The river is dammed 

multiple times for irrigation and the generation of hydroelectricity. The fresh water from the 

Tuolumne is sought by farmers, cities, developers, salmon and us. It is the subject of a current 

battle: the State Water Resources Control Board versus the San Francisco Public Utilities 

Commission and the Bay Area Water Supply and Conservation Agency (BAWSCA). 

The Tuolumne is the Bay Area region’s single largest source of freshwater used by 2.7 million 

people in 33 cities across Alameda, San Francisco, Santa Clara and San Mateo counties. The 

problem is that so much water has been depleted from the Tuolumne, Merced and Stanislaus — 

the main tributaries of the San Joaquin, that the Sacramento-San Joaquin River delta, a vital 

water resource for much of the state, is in danger of running dry (the San Joaquin is already dry 

in summer) and has already suffered a dramatic loss of wildlife including salmon. 

The State Water Resource Board’s plan to restore the San Joaquin is being fought by 

agriculture interests, the San Francisco Public Utilities District and BAWSCA, Why? Because it 

would mean limiting their share of water from the Tuolumne. Confusing? Yes. Important? Very. 

*** 

Adoption of the updated water plan has been delayed for several months to see if the opposing 

sides can reach some kind of compromise. In 2010, the State Water Resources Control Board 

originally prescribed a 60 percent unimpaired flow to protect the San Joaquin during the months 

February-June when runoff from mountain snow is at its highest. Currently only 21 percent 

reaches the San Joaquin. The new proposal requires a 30 percent to 50 percent unimpaired 

flow starting at 40 percent. Supporters of the plan say there is enough flexibility to provide 

enough water to its users even in times of extreme drought — especially if conservation 

measures were increased. Opponents, farmers, the SFPUC and our local representative 

BAWSCA insist the limitations could lead to significantly less water for agriculture, new 

development, business and residents. Nicole Sandkulla, executive director of BAWSCA, for 

one, is optimistic that some kind of compromise can be reached by November. She points out 

that since before the drought, BAWSCA cities have used 32 percent less water despite a 29 

percent increase in population. 

*** 

Supporters maintain we could do a better job of saving water. Los Angeles today, because of 

successful conservation efforts, uses the same amount of water as it did in the 1990s even 

though it has added more than 1 million people. We lose too much valuable water during 

periods of heavy rain. 

While some farms and large estates and golf clubs depend on well water, this is a finite supply. 



Do you have a voice in this? You can write a letter to the State Water Resources Control Board 

or to BAWSCA, the agency representing San Mateo and other counties, but the public comment 

period has passed. Palo Alto held hearings last month — two hours plus of public input following 

presentations by BAWSCA and supporters of the state plan. In the end, the council voted 

unanimously for the state’s plan. No similar hearings are planned in San Mateo County. 

*** 

BAWSCA is governed by a 26-member Board of Directors representing the 24 cities and water 

districts that are member agencies, and two private utilities that also have appointees to the 

board, Stanford University and California Water Service Company. It purchases water on behalf 

of its members from the San Francisco Regional Water System. 

It says it is not feasible for member agencies to further reduce demand for water because of 

current low water use and conservation. Less water would mean substantial loss in park 

vegetation, landscaping and increase the risk of urban wildfires. Hillsborough feels its significant 

canopy of mature trees would be threatened. The agencies also note the threat to development 

and the implementation of Plan Bay Area, a plan to increase housing near transit and jobs. 

*** 

If you have been to Yosemite and the high country you know how awesome the Tuolumne is. 

When you drink that wonderful water direct from Hetch Hetchy you know how fortunate we are. 

We need to work with the state to protect both. 

# # # 

Sue Lempert is the former mayor of San Mateo. Her column runs every Monday. She can be 

reached at sue@smdailyjournal.com. 



Strange bedfellows? Westlands and San Francisco share common ground 

Fresno Bee | September 9, 2018 | Lewis Griswold 

It’s rare that Westlands Water District and San Francisco face identical problems, but plans to 

keep more water flowing in the San Joaquin and Sacramento rivers – leaving less for irrigators 

and cities – is bringing the two together. 

Westlands, the largest agricultural water district in the United States, said if proposed plans are 

adopted by state water regulators, its farmers would have to fallow more land due to lack of 

reliable water supplies, putting people out of work, harming the economy and hurting the quality 

of life of communities and residents whose lives are tied to westside agriculture. 

Meanwhile, San Francisco residents, who get their water from the Tuolumne River, would face 

drastic cutbacks in drought years, the San Francisco Public Utilities Commission said. 

It remains to be seen if Westlands and San Francisco’s water entity would ever work together 

on the issue. 

The utilities commission said it’s urging the state to work with it and “other stakeholders on 

voluntary negotiated settlements” on river water priorities, while Westlands said it’s not ready to 

say what it will do next. 

But both are complaining about the State Water Resources Control Board’s proposed water 

allocation plans. 

The drama started in July when the State Water Resources Control Board issued a new water 

plan for the lower San Joaquin River recommending that 30 to 50 percent of the water -- 40 

percent is the target -- would stay in the river as “unimpaired flows.” 

The goal is to rescue salmon populations and save the delta smelt. 

For both rural irrigators and urban entities, the plan, if adopted, would mean 7 to 23 percent less 

water being diverted for their use, according to state figures. 

Upset farmers rallied in Sacramento, saying it would hurt agricultural production and would not 

be effective in restoring salmon populations. 

The State Water Resources Control Board was to vote on adopting the plan last month, but 

after criticism by legislators, put off action until December. 

But it was a similar proposal for the Sacramento River sent a shock wave through Westlands. 

The water board also announced a “framework” for the Sacramento River and its tributaries. 

The plan calls for 35 to 75 percent unimpaired flows, with 55 percent as the target, Westlands 

said. 

Westlands gets water from the Sacramento River, via the San Joaquin Delta and the California 

Aqueduct. If the framework is adopted, Westlands would face up to a 26 percent loss of water 

supply, the district said. 

It’s now taking its case to the media and the public. 

Westlands serves 700 farms growing permanent and annual crops on about 600,000 acres. 



Dan Errotabere’s family has farmed near Riverdale since the 1920s. He and his two brothers 

farm 5,500 acres of almonds, pistachios, tomatoes, garlic, pima cotton, wheat, safflower, 

onions, seed lettuce, garbanzo beans and wine grapes. 

He sits on the Westlands board of directors. If the water board’s proposal for the Sacramento 

River goes into effect, “we’re not going to be able to irrigate,” he said. 

Westlands’ water supply from the Central Valley Project has been cut in half since 1990, 

according to district figures. It blames “ineffective regulatory policies” aimed at fisheries 

restoration. 

If there’s another big cut, westside agriculture would become so uncertain that “it will be all but 

unsustainable,” he said. 

It’s probably a good thing that San Francisco would also be affected so residents can see “now 

it’s in my back yard,” he said. 

Harris Farms, another big west side operation, grows carrots, garlic, watermelon, spinach, 

lettuce, almonds, pistachios and other crops. 

It’s frustrating to be forced to take another water supply reduction because “we grow safe, 

nutritious food that feeds the nation,” said William Bourdeau, executive vice president of Harris 

Farms and member of the Westlands board of directors. 

The more water that is kept in the river, the more that flows out to the ocean, he said: “I don’t 

think it helps the environment.” 

Bourdeau said one piece of welcome news is the recent announcement by Department of 

Interior Secretary Ryan Zinke that the Bureau of Reclamation will seek to increase “south of 

Delta” water deliveries. 

Surely Rep. Devin Nunes, R-Tulare, is the source of the Zinke announcement, said Johnny 

Amaral, Westlands deputy general manager for external affairs and formerly Nunes’ chief of 

staff. 

“This has Devin’s handprints all over it,” Amaral said. 

Nunes was a key adviser to the Trump campaign on California farm water issues, and Trump 

wowed supporters at a campaign stop in Fresno by vowing to get more water to farmers. 

The solution to the salmon and delta smelt issue is not more water in rivers but rather 

infrastructure projects that help fish survive, increasing water flow by raising Shasta Dam, 

building Sites Reservoir in the Sacramento River watershed, and managing “functional flows” 

based on science and data, Amaral said. 

“Why are we not being smarter about this?” Amaral said. “There’s plenty of water in this state if 

it’s managed properly.” 

Amaral said the State Water Resources Control Board is wrong in arguing that more water in 

rivers will restore fish numbers. 

“This is a flow only approach,” Amaral said. “If fish aren’t rebounding, ‘send more water, send 

more water’…There are lots of issues that affect the abundance of species in the Delta. A flow 



only approach doesn’t mean you are restoring habitat. If we truly want to see the fish rebound, 

we have to look at everything.” 

Politically, it could help Westlands if San Francisco and urban areas are feeling the same pain, 

he said. 

“There’s a group of three of four San Francisco legislators...(who) have weighed into the state 

board saying you can’t do this,” Amaral said. “So the politics of this become very, very different. 

When it stops becoming a bunch of farmers on the west side complaining about not having 

water to soccer moms in Marin County and Santa Clara ... It becomes a whole different ball 

game.” 

 

# # # 
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Groundwater Banking: A Likely Solution to Achieve Greater River Flows 

Rather than fighting over flow allocation in the San Joaquin River, water users should 

collaborate on a groundwater banking system. That could let river restoration proceed while 

ensuring enough water for all concerned, says Patrick Koepele of the Tuolumne River Trust. 

Water Deeply | August 30, 2018 | Patrick Koepele  

A proposal by the California Water Resources Control Board to require additional water to be 

left in the Tuolumne River and other San Joaquin River tributaries has prompted strong negative 

opinions, including from some newspapers serving the region, such as the Modesto Bee. 

Regrettably, what has received little attention in this debate are the opportunities for improving 

water management to meet the agricultural and environmental demands placed on these rivers. 

A coalition of conservation groups has proposed that Modesto and Turlock irrigation districts, 

working with the San Francisco Public Utilities Commission, establish a 90,000 acre-foot 

groundwater bank. Such a partnership has a precedent in the Tuolumne watershed, where San 

Francisco paid for just over 50 percent of the construction cost of Don Pedro Dam in exchange 

for the ability to bank up to 570,000 acre-feet in the reservoir. 

A groundwater bank could be similarly financed and would be a much more efficient means of 

protecting groundwater supplies than the current aquifer recharge system, which relies heavily 

on inefficient flood irrigation. Recharge by flood irrigation requires overapplication of water to 

agricultural fields. Flood irrigation requires heavy application of water even in dry years and it is 

unknown how much of the excess water applied actually is recoverable for later use. It also 

moves nitrates and other pollutants into groundwater, which creates many other problems. 

By comparison, an engineered aquifer recharge system would increase efficiency. Such a 

system would focus on capturing floodwaters during the wettest years, when water is abundant 

and there are fewer concerns for fish and other species. This system would increase the 

amount of water that would be usable in future dry years, when there is a greater need for 

water. 

It is a system we believe people on all sides could support. 

Another promising tool for water efficiency has been tested in our own backyard. In 2012, the 

South San Joaquin Irrigation District [SSJID] implemented a cutting-edge project on 3,800 acres 

of irrigated district lands. In the SSJID, like in its sister districts to the south, water has been 

delivered through miles of gravity-fed canals, which are inefficient and difficult to manage. In this 

pilot project, the SSJID converted the canals to 19 miles of pressurized pipeline. 

The project reduces water use by 30 percent, reduces energy use by 30 percent and increases 

crop yield by up to 30 percent. The benefits are clear and should have growers throughout the 

region demanding that all distribution systems be converted. Assuming similar efficiencies could 

be achieved by the Modesto Irrigation District and the Tuolumne Irrigation District, this approach 

could produce about 300,000 acre-feet of conserved water on the Tuolumne alone. 

This water would go a long way to meeting the needs of the river and the animals that depend 

on it and provide benefits to farmers. 



Finally, Stanislaus County and the water districts have a responsibility to ensure the region 

doesn’t pump and divert water beyond its means. The unfettered drilling of new wells, 

particularly in the eastern foothills, has led to a proliferation of orchards on ground that 

historically had been grazing land. The annexation of new areas by Oakdale Irrigation District to 

plant more and more orchards and other permanent crops compounds the problem. 

These newcomers to irrigated agriculture are adding stress to an overtapped system and 

threatening those within the irrigation district boundaries who have been farming for 

generations. Our water supplies can take no additional demands, and this expansion of 

cropland must be checked. 

While no single strategy will meet water demand, a combination of approaches will help us 

ensure a healthy agricultural economy, restored rivers and a healthier environment. 

Instead of dismissing the water needs of the environment as unachievable, the water districts 

have an opportunity to lead us successfully into a new era of water management. This is a 

future that will support a more robust economy, a restored river system and a vibrant quality of 

life. 

 

# # # 

This article originally appeared in the Modesto Bee. 

The views expressed in this article belong to the author and do not necessarily reflect the 

editorial policy of Water Deeply. 



State Water Board plan would require water rationing in the Bay Area 

San Francisco Chronicle | August 25, 2018 | Jim Wunderman   

 Apart from a famous Mark Twain quote involving whiskey and fighting, no cliché about 

California water is more abused than the phrase “water wars.” However, in the instance of the 

State Water Resources Control Board’s plan to restore the San Joaquin River, the label fits. 

War has been declared on the Bay Area’s largest source of freshwater, with grave implications 

for residents and businesses that go way beyond letting your lawn go brown. 

At issue is a proposal to increase freshwater flows on the San Joaquin River. The plan targets 

the San Joaquin’s three major tributaries — the Stanislaus, Merced and Tuolumne rivers — and 

would require the farms and cities that divert water from those rivers to scale back their 

diversions to leave more water for the environment. 

The Bay Area has a big dog in this fight. The Tuolumne River is the region’s single largest 

source of freshwater, used by 2.7 million people in 33 cities across Alameda, San Francisco, 

Santa Clara, and San Mateo counties. 

The San Francisco Public Utilities Commission, which manages the Bay Area’s Tuolumne River 

supplies, estimates the Bay Area could be required to provide as much as 52 percent of any 

new flows mandated by the state water board’s plan, even though the region only diverts about 

14 percent of the river’s water. Central Valley farmers, meanwhile, divert more than three times 

that volume. 

Under this scenario, huge portions of the Bay Area would immediately face water rationing on 

the order of 20 to 30 percent beyond the conservation rates achieved during the recent drought. 

Since the Bay Area’s Tuolumne River water users are already among the most frugal in 

California (residents use just 54 gallons per capita, per day, compared to the statewide average 

of 82 gallons), some communities would be forced to achieve water-use rates unseen anywhere 

in the developed world. Daly City, Hayward, Millbrae, Palo Alto, Redwood City and even San 

Francisco could all be forced to impose emergency moratoria on building everything from 

schools and parks to hospitals and housing. 

The state water board has dismissed these concerns with the extraordinary argument that these 

very hardships would force the Bay Area to invest in creating alternative water supplies. 

Assuming developing alternative supplies at this scale is even possible or affordable, the water 

board plan is slated to go into effect in 2022. The Bay Area could be forced to operate under 

severe water rationing for possibly decades. 

There’s a huge irony in the state using environmentalism to push policies that will inhibit growth 

in some of California’s most sustainable locales while promoting sprawl elsewhere. Perhaps 

most troubling, the plan provides no guarantees that water left in the Tuolumne River wouldn’t 

merely be diverted at downstream pumps operated by Central Valley farmers and Southern 

California users. 

Since the Gold Rush, California has awarded legal rights to about five times more water than 

nature delivers. It’s no surprise that water policy decisions are rife with legal conflict, and rivers 

that once sustained hundreds of thousands of salmon have been reduced to tepid puddles. 

Without some sort of grand bargain that connects conservation and new environmental water 

with major new investments in storage, habitat, recycling and conveyance, piecemeal efforts like 



the state water board’s plan are likely doomed to wallow for decades in fruitless litigation. Bay 

Area residents and businesses should contact John Laird, secretary of the California Natural 

Resources Agency, and urge him to reject the current Bay-Delta Water Quality Control Plan. 

 

# # # 
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Supporting a Bay-Delta Plan that balances water reliability and environmental 

sustainability 

San Francisco Examiner | August 22, 2018 | Harlan Kelly  

The Tuolumne River fish population is struggling. We know this because we are one of the 

public utilities that relies on this system for drinking water, so we care about the health of this 

ecosystem. And we’ve put in the work to find out what’s happening and how we can fix it. 

In fact, together with the Modesto and Turlock Irrigation Districts, we invested $25 million on 

more than 200 Tuolumne-specific studies to get better results for fish and residents. Those 

studies revealed that we can increase the fish population and ensure that Bay Area residents 

have a reliable water supply. 

The SFPUC presented these results to the State Water Resources Control Board last year and 

urged the regulatory body to allow us and other stakeholders to reach voluntary negotiated 

settlements that can help the fish on the Tuolumne River without risking the stability of our City. 

It’s clear that the State didn’t just reject our plan. It didn’t even consider it. 

Instead, the State put together its own plan for the San Francisco Bay/Sacramento-San Joaquin 

Delta that ignores our combined scientific research and focuses on releasing more water into 

the Tuolumne. This will have limited benefit to fish and terrible impacts on residents. If 

implemented, the State’s plan would significantly reduce San Francisco’s reservoirs, leaving the 

2.7 million Bay Area residents who count on our system for clean, safe and reliable drinking 

water, vulnerable and unprepared for the next major water shortage. During times of drought, 

the State’s plan could require water rationing levels of up to 50 percent in the City. 

Climate change is happening. This is undeniable, and in that unfortunate new reality, we must 

come to expect increasingly volatile weather patterns and unpredictable climate swings in our 

state. As a result, San Francisco must be more vigilant than ever when planning for the future. 

In recent years, we have endured raging wildfires and lengthy droughts—tragic consequences 

of climate change that will sadly become the norm in California. Supporting a plan that hampers 

our efforts to deal with those developments would be irresponsible. 

This is not a question of trading environmental values in exchange for increased security. We’re 

offering a win-win situation where we can both honor San Francisco’s commitments to 

environmentally sustainable practices and ensure that our City has the infrastructure in place for 

drought planning. Contrary to some misguided reports, we are not warehousing water simply to 

plan for the next big development project. This is about saving water for tomorrow for the benefit 

of all of us. 

Communities throughout the Central Valley are having similar discussions on ways to improve 

fish populations while maintaining water supplies through voluntary settlement agreements with 

the State. We believe these voluntary settlement discussions, based on a common 

understanding of the best available science, are the most sensible paths forward to restoring 

healthy fish populations, while balancing the water supply needs of all Californians. Our own 

State agencies agree. The California Department of Water Resources and the California 

Department of Fish and Wildlife both sent letters expressing this sentiment to the State. 

We are urging the State to delay voting on the plan until the SFPUC and other stakeholders can 

reach voluntary negotiated settlements that will help the fish on the Tuolomne River without 



risking the stability of our City. To secure our future amid the looming impacts of climate 

change, we must come together on a solution that works for everyone. 

 

# # # 

 

Harlan Kelly is general manager of the San Francisco Public Utilities Commission. 



California’s water wars heat up at Sacramento hearing over river flows 

San Francisco Chronicle | August 21, 2018 | Kurtis Alexander 

 

Speaking on Monday, Noah Oppenheim, of the Pacific Coast Federation of Fishermen's 

Associations, backs water officials’ proposal to increase flows for the lower San Joaquin River. 

Photo: Rich Pedroncelli / Associated Press 

Central Valley farmers and their elected leaders converged on Sacramento on Tuesday to 

accuse the state of engineering a water grab that puts the fate of fish above their fields and 

jeopardizes a thriving agricultural economy. 

The allegations came at a meeting of the powerful State Water Resources Control Board, which 

recently unveiled a far-reaching plan to shore up the health of the Sacramento-San Joaquin 

River Delta, the West Coast’s largest estuary and a source of water for much of California. 

The plan calls for irrigation districts as well as some urban water suppliers, including San 

Francisco, to reduce their draws on rivers that feed the delta in an effort to boost inflows into the 

depleted estuary and help wildlife. 

Tuesday’s fractious hearing followed a protest a day earlier by more than 1,000 growers at the 

state Capitol, and it comes as the Trump administration escalates its attacks on California water 

policy. 

“From where we sit, this has been all take and no give,” said Assemblyman Adam Gray, D-

Merced, who was among the mostly rural, yet bipartisan group of speakers criticizing the water 

board as being too aggressive. “If the conversation is going to evolve, the proposal has to 

evolve.” 

Gray warned that he would pursue legislation weakening the authority of the board if it didn’t 

relent to the demands of the agricultural community. The threat has been made before in the 

face of high-stakes regulation. 

The board’s plan is to increase flows in three tributaries of the San Joaquin River. As it stands, 

diversions by cities and farms have left the Stanislaus, Tuolumne and Merced rivers with less 

than one-third of the water, on average, that naturally runs there. And this has diminished the 

quantity and quality of water in the delta. 

Diminished flows have left the population of California’s fabled salmon at a fraction of its historic 

numbers. In recent years, only several thousand Chinook have migrated through the delta up 

the San Joaquin River basin, compared to tens of thousands a few decades ago. The impact on 

fish has worked its way up the food chain to birds of prey in the Sierra and whales at sea. 

Just as agricultural supporters confronted the board with criticism, dozens also came to the 

eight hour-plus hearing to speak on behalf of watersheds and wildlife. Conservationists and 

fishing groups called on the state water board to boost flows in the rivers to more than the 40 

percent that is proposed. 

Giving away 60 percent of the water, they contended, hardly restores the robust natural run of a 

river. 



“We’re on our last legs,” said Don Marshall, a 36-year-old fisherman, whose livelihood has 

suffered as salmon numbers have dropped. “We’re left with a fishery that’s in shambles.” 

Tuesday was the first day of a scheduled two-day hearing on the Bay-Delta Plan. More than 100 

people had signed up to speak on the proposal, which has drawn more than 10,000 written 

comments. 

The state water board does not intend to make a decision this week, but whatever verdict is 

eventually rendered will likely be tied up by lawsuits from one side or the other — or both sides. 

San Francisco water officials, who fear less water for Bay Area residents and are threatening 

litigation, did not speak Tuesday. But Michael Carlin, assistant general manager for the San 

Francisco Public Utilities Commission, is expected to address the board Wednesday. 

The SFPUC gets most of the water it delivers to 2.7 million Bay Area residents from the 

Tuolumne River. 

Tom Francis, water resources manager for the Bay Area Water Supply and Conservation 

Agency, which represents communities that buy water from the SFPUC, told the board Tuesday 

that two some two dozen cities in the region would likely have to make sacrifices that go well 

beyond cuts to outdoor landscaping. 

“That type of reduction could have significant impact on business activities,” he said. 

The state estimates that between 7 and 23 percent less river water would be available for 

human consumption under the plan. Dry years could mean even less. 

The impact on agriculture, according to state estimates, will be a 2.5 percent reduction to the 

basin’s annual $2.6 billion crop output. Farm groups say it will be more. 

The attempt to boost flows in San Joaquin River tributaries is expected to be followed up with a 

strategy to similarly increase water in the larger Sacramento River and its tributaries. 

Such plans have widened the divide between the Trump administration and California over how 

water should be distributed. 

Interior Secretary Ryan Zinke recently ordered the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation, which may 

have to cut water deliveries from federally owned reservoirs in California, to find ways to counter 

state restrictions. 

In a memo sent Friday, Zinke suggested that federal water officials limit coordination with the 

state and challenge constraints imposed by the Endangered Species Act and other 

environmental laws. 

The memo directs Interior Deputy Secretary David Bernhardt to lead the effort. Bernhardt is a 

former lobbyist for the Central Valley’s Westlands Water District and has long fought to loosen 

state water rules. 

Even President Trump has joined the fray, tweeting last month that bad environmental laws 

“aren’t allowing massive amounts of readily available water to be properly utilized.” 



The president was criticized, though, for falsely asserting that water was being withheld not only 

for farms but firefighters battling California’s deadly blazes. State fire officials have said they 

have plenty of water. 

Still, Commerce Secretary Wilbur Ross this month directed the National Marine Fisheries 

Service to put firefighter needs before the needs of fish and wildlife protected by the 

Endangered Species Act. 

 

# # # 

Kurtis Alexander is a San Francisco Chronicle staff writer. Email: kalexander@sfchronicle.com 

Twitter: @kurtisalexander 
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Defying water suppliers, Palo Alto backs Bay-Delta Plan 

City Council moves to support state proposal for requiring more unimpaired flow at Tuolumne 
River 
Palo Alto Weekly | August 21, 2018 | Gennady Sheyner  

Palo Alto plunged into the fierce debate over California's water policies on Monday night, when 

the City Council voiced unanimous support for the amended Bay-Delta Plan despite objections 

from the city's water suppliers and its own Utilities Department.  

The council sided squarely with Palo Alto's environmentalists, led by former Mayor Peter 

Drekmeier, who are pitted against Gov. Jerry Brown, state Sen. Jerry Hill, the city's own Utilities 

Department and the San Francisco Public Utilities Commission (SFPUC).  

The latter group -- along with the Bay Area Water Supply and Conservation Agency (BAWSCA), 

the alliance of 26 cities on the Peninsula and in Alameda County that draw their water from the 

San Francisco agency -- prefers to allow water agencies to negotiate settlements with the state 

over water-conservation measures.  

Both SFPUC and BAWSCA came out against the amended Bay-Delta plan, which the State 

Water Resources Control Board (State Water Board) released in early July and which was the 

subject of two public hearings this week.  

The new plan focuses on the lower San Joaquin River and its three tributaries, the Stanislaus, 

Merced and Tuolumne rivers. The Tuolumne River, which flows from the high Sierra Nevada to 

Central Valley, also provides water for the Hetch Hetchy system that supplies 85 percent of the 

SFPUC's potable water. (The State Water Board is working on a separate plan for the 

Sacramento River and its tributaries.)  

Specifically, the amended Bay-Delta Plan would require the "unimpaired flow" of the San 

Joaquin and its three tributaries to be 40 percent during the period extending from February to 

June. This means that 40 percent of the rivers' water production would have to be "unaltered by 

upstream diversions, storage or by export or import of water to or from other watersheds."  

Under the Bay-Delta Plan, water agencies would also be required to provide annual reports 

demonstrating their compliance with the goal. They would also have to produce a 

"comprehensive report" every three to five years, which would be peer-reviewed by a scientific 

panel and then subject to public hearings.  

The new objectives "recognize the need for flows of an adequate volume and more variable 

pattern on the three major tributaries to provide habitat and migratory signals and protections for 

native fish," the State Water Board's overview of the plan states.  

The State Water Board concluded that while 60 percent of "unimpaired flow" would improve 

conditions for a healthy fishery, the requirement would cause more economic damage to water 

users, including the SFPUC. Thus, it decided to go with the 40 percent level as a starting point, 

while allowing an "adaptive range" for unimpaired flow of 30 percent to 50 percent.  

Is 40 percent too high?  

But critics of the plan allege that adopting even the 40 percent level could hinder economic 

growth and potentially lead to major cutbacks in water use. Nicole Sandkulla, chief executive 



officer of BAWSCA, argued in a letter that, if implemented during a drought, the agency's water 

users could be required to cut back water use from the recent pre-drought level of 79 gallons 

per person per day to 41 gallons per day or — for some cities — as low as 25 gallons per day.  

"Community development might be delayed and new housing might not be built," the letter 

states. "A community without enough water for job growth and fully operational businesses, 

hospitals and public institutions is unsustainable."  

Steve Ritchie, assistant general manager at the SFPUC, said his agency believes the lower San 

Joaquin River plan would "have significant impacts on our water supply with actually uncertain 

benefits for the Tuolumne River." The plan, he told the council, is based on the Water Board's 

studies of other "unmodified" river basins. Its conclusions, he claimed, don't fit as well with the 

Tuolumne, which is heavily modified and requires a "different kind of thinking."  

Ritchie said Monday that the SFPUC, along with the Modesto and Turlock Irrigation Districts, 

believe greater benefits can be achieved with strategically planned "functional flows." The most 

effective ways to make the needed improvements, he said, is to couple these requirements with 

habitat improvements "developed specifically for the Tuolumne River by those who have done 

research on the Tuolumne River for decades."  

"They are obsessed with flow and not really thinking about what will make the river work better, 

what will produce better fishery benefits," Ritchie said, referring to the Water Board.  

River Trust: 'Disingenuous' criticisms  

But one organization that has long studied the Tuolumne River strongly contested the water 

agencies' positions. The Tuolumne River Trust called the SFPUC proposal to rely on negotiated 

settlements "myopic," its criticisms "disingenuous" and its proposed approach "doomed to fail," 

according to a letter that the group's Executive Director Patrick Koepele sent to the water board. 

Allowing water agencies to reach settlement agreements that only include "non-flow measures" 

(actions that do not address flow capacity) is inadequate, he argued, pointing to the 1995 

settlement agreement that the SFPUC and the Modesto and Turlock districts signed with 

various nonprofit organization and federal regulators. The approach relied heavily on "non-flow" 

measures, Koepele wrote, and it largely failed to protect the salmon population.  

"Put simply, the full ecosystem needs to be restored, not just a limited set of specific elements 

that are part of the ecosystem," Koepele's letter states. "Salmon and steelhead recover cannot 

be achieved without providing sufficient habitat throughout the full spawning, rearing and 

migratory route.  

"The SFPUC Alternative's proposed actions to modify spawning and in-channel rearing habitat 

are very limited geographically, and they ignore the need for habitat improvements in the 

Tuolumne River corridor and downstream as far as the Delta."  

Drekmeier, who serves as policy director at the Tuolumne River Trust, criticized the two water 

agencies for both their position on the Bay-Delta Plan and on how they arrived at their preferred 

alternative. Ritchie told the council on Monday that the water agencies had several public 

meetings on the Bay-Delta plan since early 2017. But Drekmeier argued that the two agencies 

"have done everything possible to control the conversation and the message of this issue."  



The Tuolumne River Trust, he said, had to wage a campaign just to get the Bay-Delta Plan on 

the SFPUC agenda. And when it came to the BAWSCA board, discussion was limited to 

residents speaking up during the public-comment section of the meeting. The agencies held 

numerous closed-door meetings with "important decision-makers," Drekmeier said, and his 

organization had to file Public Records Act requests to learn what information was exchanged.  

Drekmeier also criticized the agencies' projections of potential cutbacks in water use, should the 

Bay-Delta plan be implemented. The SFPUC combined the two worst droughts of the past 50 

years, he said, and based its rationing projections on that extreme scenario. A more realistic 

estimate, he said, suggests that the region can survive the worst drought on record with 10 

percent rationing, well below the 20 to 40 percent cited by the water agencies.  

The proposal to use negotiated settlements, he said, would effectively allow the agencies to go 

through a checklist of agreed-upon measures and claim compliance even if the measures prove 

ineffective. And while Ritchie suggested that the new Bay-Delta plan could lead to lengthy 

litigation, Drekmeier argued the SFPUC and BAWSCA aim to basically "wear down the State 

Water Board and get (their) way."  

Residents to council: Reject staff recommendation  

The debate appeared to have caught Palo Alto council members and staff by surprise. Last 

week, the item was scheduled to go on the council's "consent" calendar, where the city's 

approval of the SFPUC and BAWSCA's position would have been effectively rubber-stamped by 

the council. In recent days, however, the council has received dozens of emails, with many 

urging council members to support the Bay-Delta Plan or, at the very least, to hold a full 

discussion on the topic (the packet of letters and emails added up to 77 pages).  

The council also heard from about 20 residents, with nearly everyone urging members to break 

from the Utilities Department recommendation and support the Bay-Delta Plan. Resident 

Annette Isaacson asked the council to "take a stand to protect the ecosystem."  

"Without this protection, these rivers could become warmer, murkier and shrivel to a crawl, 

endangering the whole ecosystem," Isaacson told the council.  

After hearing from both sides, Councilman Greg Scharff made the motion to reject the staff 

recommendation and to take Drekmeier's side. At least three of his colleagues immediately 

seconded his motion. The history of the environmental movement, Scharff said, is that there is 

"always a dire prediction for everything." Despite these predictions, Californians adopted 

measures to make the air cleaner, protect open space and restore marshes.  

"Today, everyone agrees these are the right things to do and if we hadn't done them we 

would've been worse off," Scharff said. "Doing the right thing is protecting the Bay-Delta 

ecosystem. The Bay-Delta ecosystem shouldn't be destroyed because we're running out of 

water. We need to figure out how to protect it and how to provide the right amount of water."  

Vice Mayor Eric Filseth concurred and said the city should "stay true to our values and support 

the Bay-Delta Plan."  

"I find it unconscionable that we in our state, the bluest of blue states in the nation, would 

damage our environment to prop up Silicon Valley industry at a time when we actually have the 



water but don't want to move it," Filseth said. "If we do that, we're no better than the federal 

government that is damaging the environment to prop up the fossil-fuel industry."  

Councilwoman Karen Holman observed that it's rare for the council to so significantly oppose 

the recommendation of its Utility Department. In this case, however, she said the economic risk 

cited by opponents of the Bay-Delta plan appears to not be supported by the data. She also 

noted that while a major goal of the plan is to support the salmon population, the issues involved 

in the water debate are far broader.  

"It's never just about one thing. It's never just about one species. It's about the broader 

ecosystem and what we can do to support it," Holman said.  

 

# # # 



Prioritizing San Francisco’s water supply 

San Francisco Examiner | August 15, 2018 | Peter Drekmeier  

Results from a recent public opinion poll commissioned by the Tuolumne River Trust were clear 

— San Franciscans conserve water largely to benefit the environment, and dramatically less so 

to enable more commercial development. 

Of the 400-plus voters surveyed, 93 percent said they conserved water during the recent 

drought. Of those, 94 percent said improving the environment was a motivating factor, with 71 

percent citing environmental concerns as playing a major role. 

When asked if they would be more likely to conserve water if they knew it benefitted the 

environment, 72 percent responded yes. Conversely, only 21 percent said they would be more 

likely to conserve if it only enabled more development. 

Unfortunately, the water we conserved during the recent drought did not benefit the 

environment. Instead, the San Francisco Public Utilities Commission, which manages the Hetch 

Hetchy Water System, hoarded it behind dams, only to have to “dump” it during last year’s 

storms when all of its reservoirs were full. 

The Tuolumne River, which fills the Hetch Hetchy Reservoir, experienced one excessive year of 

high flows at the expense of five terrible years. 

The survey also revealed a clear distinction between support for housing versus commercial 

development. 88 percent were supportive of creating more affordable housing, and 69 percent 

supported the creation of more market-rate housing. Only 40 percent were supportive of 

creating more office space. 

Water is a limited resource, and San Francisco officials need to be more strategic in how it is 

allocated. Unfortunately, the trend of adding jobs much faster than housing is placing a huge 

burden on our community. As reported in the Examiner, according to the Planning Department’s 

Housing Balance report published in May, about 154,000 jobs were created in San Francisco 

between 2009 and 2016, but only 25,600 homes were added in a similar time period between 

2007 and 2016. Not only did this exacerbate the housing crisis and traffic gridlock, it also 

hardened demand on water from the Tuolumne River. 

The SFPUC now opposes the Bay Delta Water Quality Control Plan, which is overseen by the 

State Water Resources Control Board. The Plan is being updated to help restore the Bay-Delta 

estuary and rivers that feed it by improving instream flows. The SFPUC’s opposition is based 

largely on its perceived need to accommodate a rapid increase in commercial development in 

the coming years — a vision that is not embraced by a vast majority of San Francisco voters. 

When asked about Plan Bay Area — a government-initiated roadmap that forecasts the addition 

of 1.3 million new jobs and 2 million more people to the Bay Area between 2010 and 2040 — 85 

percent of those who had an opinion believed Plan Bay Area would make their quality of life 

worse. 

A good example of misplaced development priorities is the Flower Mart Project, which is part of 

the Central SoMa Plan. This single project would create 8,000 new jobs without producing a 

single unit of housing. 



The SFPUC’s Water Supply Assessment for the Flower Mart Project makes it clear that the 

water we conserve will be needed to enable this and other major development projects. The 

document states, “The ability to meet the demand of the retail customers is in large part due to 

development of 10 mgd [million gallons per day] of local [water] supplies, including 

conservation, groundwater, and recycled water.” 

In other words, we are being asked to conserve water, drink groundwater and support recycled 

water to facilitate more commercial development. 

The way the SFPUC manages our water supply is clearly out of sync with the environmental 

values of its constituents. 97 percent favored protection of San Francisco Bay, and 92 percent 

supported restoration of the Tuolumne River. 

One would think we could just elect SFPUC Commissioners who are more responsive to their 

constituents. However, unlike every other major water agency in the Bay Area, the SFPUC 

Commissioners are appointed by the Mayor, so there’s little public input. 

When asked if they would favor changing the way the SFPUC Commissioners are appointed, 

more than twice as many people favored making them elected positions. 

 

# # # 

 

Peter Drekmeier is policy director for the Tuolumne River Trust. 

 



State Water Board Must Reconsider Unimpaired Flows Approach 

ACWA | August 14, 2018 |Timothy Quinn 

Years of hard work behind the Brown Administration’s California Water Action Plan could be at 

considerable risk if the State Water Resources Control Board persists on its path to implement a 

Bay-Delta flow regime based on “unimpaired flows.” Next week, the State Water Board should 

convert its proposed hearing on this topic to a workshop and commit to the collaborative path 

being pursued by the Brown Administration and stakeholders. 

When the State Water Board released its proposed amendments to the Bay-Delta Plan update 

last month, the revised plan was essentially the same as the initial plan calling for 40% 

unimpaired flows in the San Joaquin River watershed, largely ignoring the comments of local 

public agency water suppliers and others. This persistence to establish a 40% unimpaired flow 

standard for the Lower San Joaquin River and its tributaries (to be followed by a 55% 

requirement in the Sacramento Valley) could set the stage for one of California’s longest and 

most fierce conflicts over water policy ever. The California Water Action Plan could be the first 

casualty of this conflict. It calls for a comprehensive statewide approach to achieve the coequal 

goals of providing a more reliable water supply for California while protecting, restoring and 

enhancing the Delta ecosystem. In contrast, the State Water Board’s current approach will 

almost certainly undermine the groundwater sustainability, safe drinking water, storage, Delta 

conveyance, and other key elements within the California Water Action Plan. 

This conflict is unnecessary. It can and should be avoided with leadership from the governor, 

the State Water Board and stakeholders within the water community. 

No one seriously disputes that the policy on unimpaired flows being pursued by the State Water 

Board will hurt local economies and impede implementation of the Sustainable Groundwater 

Management Act (SGMA). For example, by reducing surface water supplies for municipal and 

agricultural uses, the unimpaired flows proposal leaves local government with a stark choice: 

either increase groundwater pumping to offset lost surface supplies, which in the long run would 

likely be incompatible with the requirements of SGMA, or shrink their local economies. Under a 

policy of coequal goals, the objective in implementing SGMA should be to achieve sustainable 

groundwater conditions while sustaining healthy local economies. 

Overall, the State Water Board is pursuing a strategy that is difficult, if not impossible, to 

reconcile with the central policy of coequal goals. So what does the water community want? 

First and foremost, we want the State Water Board to evolve from being the regulator of flows 

as a single variable to becoming a robust partner with stakeholders, state and federal agencies 

in developing integrated resources plans for ecosystem management. This means using “all the 

tools in the toolbox” in a fishery management plan. These tools include habitat restoration and 

harvest management along with predation and pollution control as well as other measures. 

Where appropriate, these tools should link to flow and temperature requirements reflecting 

habitat and flood plain management elements within the California Water Action Plan. 

Becoming a partner also means exercising responsibility by using flows wisely, because flows 

are the tool that most negatively affects the water supply community and undermines the policy 

of coequal goals. When using such an impactful tool, the State Water Board has an obligation to 

use it as efficiently as possible. That is why the water supply community advocates for a 

functional flows approach applied through a voluntary agreement process. This requires that 



each flow measure has an identifiable purpose and that the overall environmental water budget 

is built from the bottom up to be as efficient as possible. 

Using mandatory unimpaired flows alone is a decidedly top-down approach to water 

management that starts with a large water budget, much of which has no identified functional 

purpose. The argument in support that all is well because some of the water can be directed to 

functional purposes misses the point. It remains a top-down approach to ecosystem 

management that is inherently inefficient, with an overreliance on flows as the primary 

management tool – the tool that harms other stakeholders the most. 

In essence, the water supply community is asking state government to undergo the same 

transformation that we have undergone during the past three decades. Prior to the 1980s, water 

managers often established water supply plans that relied almost exclusively on diverting flows 

from the natural environment. Today, water managers put much more emphasis on developing 

local water resources, using a wide range of new water management tools within integrated 

resources plans. This new strategy significantly reduces the need for imported water below 

levels that would otherwise be required. In the long-term water-efficiency legislation passed this 

year, virtually everyone at the table agreed that water supply management budgets had to be 

built from the bottom up to assure that the overall budget was based on efficiency. 

To avoid a paralyzing spiral of litigation, we need to modernize ecosystem management, much 

the same as we have modernized water supply management. Fortunately, the governor 

appears to be on the right track. When the State Water Board initially released its draft 

unimpaired flow plan, the governor set us on a course of developing voluntary agreements to 

fulfill its intent. The best shot at avoiding litigation and moving closer to this modern approach is 

through a collaborative process, as originally envisioned a year ago by Governor Brown. Now is 

the time for the Brown Administration and stakeholders to do whatever is necessary to produce 

voluntary agreements to change the direction of ecosystem management in California.  It might 

require giving the voluntary agreement process more time this fall.  And it might require that the 

governor personally engage to get the voluntary agreements process to the finish line. His 

leadership in water is greatly appreciated. 

The Brown Administration has made too much progress on water to leave this issue to litigation.  

We all need to work together to come up with a better approach that solves these difficult issues 

with collaboration instead of adversarial conflict. 

 

# # # 



A Century On, the Battle Over Yosemite’s Hetch Hetchy Valley Continues 

A lawsuit aimed at draining San Francisco’s reservoir in Yosemite National Park recently met 

another obstacle. But efforts to restore the flooded valley are far from over, supporters say. 

Water Deeply | August 22, 2018 | Robin Meadows  

Hetch Hetchy Reservoir in Yosemite National Park holds 360,000 acre-feet of water, which 

serves San Francisco via pipeline 160 miles away.Robin Meadows 

When Spreck Rosekrans visits Hetch Hetchy – the valley in Yosemite National Park that San 

Francisco turned into a reservoir nearly a century ago – he looks beyond what is. Instead, he 

envisions what once was and could be again. 

“I imagine a meadow dotted with oak, pine and fir trees, and with the Tuolumne River 

meandering through it,” said Rosekrans, executive director of Restore Hetch Hetchy, a 

Berkeley-based nonprofit. 

Hetch Hetchy is just 15 miles north of Yosemite Valley and the two are often called twins. 

Historical photographs show why: like Yosemite Valley, Hetch Hetchy has sheer granite walls 

that originally rose dramatically from a wide valley floor. Today, however, that valley is under 

300 feet of water. 

Building a dam on the Tuolumne River at Hetch Hetchy was fiercely debated when it was 

proposed in the early 1900s. The Sierra Club was one of the original opponents, calling the 

reservoir “the greatest blemish in our national parks.” Its former executive director, David 

Brower, recommended that Rosekrans lead an effort to restore the valley. Rosekrans had 

previously worked at the Environmental Defense Fund, a New York-based environmental 

advocacy nonprofit, where he was lead author of the 2004 report “Paradise Regained: Solutions 

for Restoring Yosemite’s Hetch Hetchy Valley.” 

Hetch Hetchy reservoir continues to spark controversy today. The latest twist in this long story 

has just unfolded. 

In 2015, Restore Hetch Hetchy sued the City and County of San Francisco, seeking a ruling that 

Hetch Hetchy Reservoir violated California law. “The state constitution says all water use must 

be ‘reasonable,’” Rosekrans said. “We argued that the reservoir is not reasonable because the 

value of the restored valley is greater than the cost of changing the water system.” At the time, 

they put the recreational value of the restoration at up to $8.8 billion and the cost of water 

system changes at $2 billion, both measured over 50 years. 

Hetchy Hetchy Valley, photographed in 1911, about eight years before San Francisco began 

building O’Shaughnessy Dam. (Photo Courtesy Library of Congress) 

The trial court ruled in San Francisco’s favor in 2016, saying California courts lack jurisdiction 

over Hetch Hetchy because the dam was approved by Congress. So Restore Hetch Hetchy 

took the case to the Court of Appeal in Fresno, which heard arguments from both sides in May 

of this year. 

Supporters of the appeal include Barbara Griffin and Robert Binnewies, both former 

superintendents of Yosemite National Park. In a brief filed with the appellate court, they said: 

“The trial court did not determine that the continued use of the dam and reservoir was 

‘reasonable’ – rather, it concluded that the question could not be examined at all.” In other 

words, they say the trial court did not address the substance of Restore Hetch Hetchy’s 

argument. 



Other supporters of the appeal include the State Water Resources Control Board. But the board 

did not support either side in the Hetch Hetchy debate. Rather, in a brief submitted to the 

appellate court by California attorney general Xavier Becerra, the board said the trial court 

“erred” when it ruled that federal law pre-empted California water law. 

The Fresno appellate court disagreed. In July, the judges affirmed the previous ruling in favor of 

San Francisco: “The trial court correctly concluded Restore Hetch Hetchy’s claims are pre-

empted under federal law.” 

Legal issues aside, is it theoretically possible to change the Hetch Hetchy water system? Jay 

Lund, director of the University of California, Davis Center for Watershed Sciences, thinks so. 

The Hetch Hetchy water system includes other reservoirs, and the one in Hetch Hetchy Valley 

stores only about a quarter of the water San Francisco gets from the Tuolumne River. 

In a 2006 analysis in the Journal of the American Water Resources Association, Lund identified 

additional options for storing the water that is currently in Hetch Hetchy Reservoir. But changing 

the system would be jaw-droppingly expensive. “Hetch Hetchy would never get built today, but 

restoring it is something for the long haul,” he said. 

Steve Ritchie, a San Francisco Public Utilities Commission (SFPUC) water manager who 

oversees the Hetch Hetchy system, says storing the water elsewhere would cost billions of 

dollars. “The notion that we could restore Hetch Hetchy would be very attractive if it didn’t have 

any other effects – but it does,” Ritchie said, adding that the water goes to about one-third of the 

people in the Bay Area. “It’s not just San Francisco.” 

Some of the costs would be operational, recurring year after year. That’s because Hetch Hetchy 

Reservoir has built-in advantages that save huge amounts of money. For example, thanks to 

the reservoir’s nearly 4,000-foot elevation in the Sierra Nevada, its water is amazingly pure. 

“Hetch Hetchy captures snowmelt that runs off granite,” Ritchie said. “It’s very clean; there’s 

very little sediment.” The water is disinfected with ultraviolet light but, in contrast to almost all 

other reservoir water in the United States, filtration is not required. Lund estimates that being 

able to forego filtration saves the SFPUC $1billion or $2 billion every year. 

Restoring Hetch Hetchy could also come at an environmental cost. “I would never put Hetch 

Hetchy where it is, but the fix itself would be destructive somewhere else,” said Laura Tam, 

sustainable development policy director of SPUR, a San Francisco-based nonprofit dedicated to 

urban planning in the Bay Area. For example, raising a dam for another reservoir in the system 

could flood another stretch of the Tuolumne River that, while outside Yosemite National Park, is 

designated as a national Wild and Scenic River. 

For Restore Hetch Hetchy, however, the overriding concern is righting what they see as a 

historical wrong to an iconic national park. “We are fighting a battle to try our case in the 

California courts,” Rosekrans said. “We continue to believe that Congress’s intent was clear that 

state law would prevail in the event of a conflict.” 

The group’s next move? It will ask the state Supreme Court to review the case. 

This story originally appeared in the Bay Area Monitor. 

# # # 

The views expressed in this article belong to the author and do not necessarily reflect the 

editorial policy of Water Deeply. 



The Great Hetch Hetchy Debate 

Bay Area Monitor | August/September 2018 | Robin Meadows 

 

 
This photo from the early 1900s shows Hetch Hetchy Valley from the southwestern end, with the 

Tuolumne River flowing through the lower portion of the valley prior to damming. Photo by Isaiah West 

Taber. 

When Spreck Rosekrans visits Hetch Hetchy — the valley in Yosemite National Park that San 

Francisco turned into a reservoir nearly a century ago — he looks beyond what is. Instead, he 

envisions what once was and could be again. “I imagine a meadow, dotted with oak, pine, and 

fir trees, and with the Tuolumne River meandering through it,” said Rosekrans, executive 

director of Restore Hetch Hetchy, a Berkeley-based nonprofit. 

Hetch Hetchy is just 15 miles north of Yosemite Valley and the two are often called twins. 

Historical photographs show why: like Yosemite Valley, Hetch Hetchy has sheer granite walls 

that originally rose dramatically from a wide valley floor. Today, however, that valley is under 

300 feet of water. 

Building a dam on the Tuolumne River at Hetch Hetchy was fiercely debated when it was 

proposed in the early 1900s, and the reservoir continues to spark controversy today. The latest 

twist in this long story has just unfolded, and the final chapter is yet to come. 

The Sierra Club is one of the original opponents of flooding Hetch Hetchy, calling it “the greatest 

blemish in our national parks,” and the organization’s former executive director David Brower 



recommended that Rosekrans lead an effort to restore the valley. Rosekrans had previously 

worked at the Environmental Defense Fund, a New York-based environmental advocacy 

nonprofit, where he was lead author of the 2004 report Paradise Regained: Solutions for 

Restoring Yosemite’s Hetch Hetchy Valley. 

In 2015, Restore Hetch Hetchy filed a lawsuit against the City and County of San Francisco, 

seeking a ruling that Hetch Hetchy Reservoir violated California law. “The state constitution says 

all water use must be ‘reasonable,’” Rosekrans said. “We argued that the reservoir is not 

reasonable because the value of the restored valley is greater than the cost of changing the 

water system.” At the time, they put the recreational value of the restoration at up to $8.8 billion 

and the cost of water system changes at $2 billion, both over 50 years. 

The trial court ruled in San Francisco’s favor in 2016, saying that California courts lack 

jurisdiction over Hetch Hetchy because the dam there was approved by Congress. So Restore 

Hetch Hetchy filed an appeal with the Court of Appeals in Fresno, which heard arguments from 

both sides in May of this year. 

Supporters of the appeal include Barbara Griffin and Robert Binnewies, both former 

superintendents of Yosemite National Park. In a brief filed with the appellate court, they said, 

“The trial court did not determine that the continued use of the dam and reservoir was 

‘reasonable’ — rather, it concluded that the question could not be examined at all.” In other 

words, they say the trial court did not address the substance of Restore Hetch Hetchy’s 

argument. 

Other supporters of the appeal include the State Water Resources Control Board. That said, the 

board does not support either side in the Hetch Hetchy debate. Rather, in a brief submitted to 

the appellate court by California Attorney General Xavier Becerra, the board said that the trial 

court “erred” when it ruled that federal law preempted California water law. 

The Fresno appellate court disagreed. In July of this year, the judges affirmed the previous 

ruling in favor of San Francisco: “The trial court correctly concluded Restore Hetch Hetchy’s 

claims are preempted under federal law.” 

Legal issues aside, is it theoretically possible to change the Hetch Hetchy water system? Jay 

Lund, director of the UC Davis Center for Watershed Sciences, thinks so. The Hetch Hetchy 

water system includes other reservoirs, and the one in Hetch Hetchy Valley stores only about a 

quarter of the water San Francisco gets from the Tuolumne River. 

In a 2006 analysis in the Journal of the American Water Resources Association, Lund identified 

additional options for storing the water that is currently in Hetch Hetchy Reservoir. But changing 

the system would be jaw-droppingly expensive. “Hetch Hetchy would never get built today, but 

restoring it is something for the long haul,” Lund told the Monitor. 

Steve Ritchie, a San Francisco Public Utilities Commission (SFPUC) water manager who 

oversees the Hetch Hetchy system, says storing the water elsewhere would cost billions of 

dollars. “The notion that we could restore Hetch Hetchy would be very attractive if it didn’t have 

any other effects — but it does,” Ritchie said, adding that the water goes to about one third of 

the people in the Bay Area. “It’s not just San Francisco.” 

Some of the costs would be operational, recurring year after year. That’s because Hetch Hetchy 

Reservoir has built-in advantages that save huge amounts of money. For example, thanks to 



the reservoir’s nearly 4,000-foot elevation in the Sierra Nevada, the water in it is amazingly 

pure. 

“Hetch Hetchy captures snowmelt that runs off granite,” Ritchie said. “It’s very clean; there’s 

very little sediment.” The water is disinfected with ultraviolet light but, in contrast to almost all 

other reservoirs in the U.S., filtration is not required. Lund estimates that being able to forego 

filtration saves the SFPUC $1 or $2 billion every year. 

Restoring Hetch Hetchy could also come at an environmental cost. “I would never put Hetch 

Hetchy where it is, but the fix itself would be destructive somewhere else,” said Laura Tam, 

sustainable development policy director of SPUR, a San Francisco-based nonprofit dedicated to 

urban planning in the Bay Area. For example, raising a dam on another reservoir in the system 

could flood another stretch of the Tuolumne River that, while outside Yosemite National Park, is 

designated as a national Wild and Scenic River. 

For Restore Hetch Hetchy, however, the overriding concern is righting what they see as a 

historical wrong to an iconic national park. “We are fighting a battle to try our case in the 

California courts,” Rosekrans said. “Next we’ll ask for a review from the state Supreme Court.” 

 

# # # 
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Editorial: Delta hearing opens door to twin-tunnels water grab  

Opponents should look to ballot measure after Gov. Brown rams through 50-year water contract 

extensions 

East Bay Times | September 12, 2018 | By Mercury News Editorial Board  

The bad news emerging from Sacramento on Tuesday was that, after two postponements, the 

Joint Legislative Budget Committee held a hearing allowing the Department of Water Resources 

to extend State Water Project contracts for another 50 years. 

No committee vote was needed. Just holding the hearing allows the state to move forward with 

the contract extensions, which, in turn could provide the needed funding for Gov. Jerry Brown’s 

$19.9 billion Delta twin-tunnels project. 

The contract extensions could commit the 27 water districts that are a part of the State Water 

Project to pay for the tunnels — without the approval of voters or the Legislature. Three Bay 

Area water districts — Santa Clara Valley Water District, Alameda County Water District, and 

Alameda County Flood Control and Water Conservation District Zone 7 — could be affected. 

Voters and taxpayers should be outraged. We are. 

Brown’s successor, likely Lt. Gov. Gavin Newsom, should kill the project if he can.  But if the 

Legislature and governor can’t bother to look out for the best interests of Californians, perhaps 

it’s time for opponents to start thinking about a state ballot measure for 2020 giving voters a 

chance to decide the fate of the project, once and for all. 

 

# # # 
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State Water Project: Our most important infrastructure 

Capitol Weekly | September 10, 2018 | Jennifer Pierre  

Ask me what tops the list of California’s most critical infrastructure, and I’ll tell you it’s the State 

Water Project. It’s hard to argue with the fact that water is a prerequisite for all life and a healthy 

economy. 

That’s why financing the operation and maintenance of the State Water Project in a responsible, 

cost-effective manner should be common sense — not a political volley that puts California’s 

lifeline at risk and threatens ratepayers with a surge in water rates that is easily avoidable. 

By extending the contracts, DWR can issue bonds beyond 2035 to allow for long-term financing. 

The State Water Project delivers water to more than 25 million people, 750,000 acres of 

farmland, and fuels business and industry statewide. We must ensure it can continue serving 

our needs today while providing for future generations in the most reliable and affordable way 

possible. The best and most responsible way to do that is by extending long-term water supply 

contracts that have been in place between public water agencies and the California Department 

of Water Resources (DWR) since the 1960s. 

By extending the contracts, DWR can issue bonds beyond 2035 to allow for long-term financing 

for planned State Water Project capital operation and maintenance, such as the 

Communications System Replacement Project and the Fire Systems Modernization Project. 

This protects ratepayers statewide, shielding them from the steep water rate increases that 

result from financial compression. 

Think of “financial compression” in terms of financing a home mortgage. 

If a homeowner has a 15-year mortgage, their monthly payments are much higher than if they 

were to finance the same amount using a 30-year mortgage. The contract extension is 

equivalent to changing from a 15-year to 30-year mortgage for millions of ratepayers. 

The State Water Project is the nation’s largest state-built, user-financed water and power 

development and delivery system. 

Without an extension, municipal and industrial public water agencies’ costs are projected to 

escalate by more than double, from $300 million to $700 million over the period until 2035. 

Agricultural public water agencies’ capital charges would spike from $36 million to $490 million 

over the same period, an increase that is 13 times greater. 

Opponents of California WaterFix are making the contract extension for the entire State Water 

Project about the Governor’s $17 billion twin tunnels project in hopes of delaying the project. A 

joint legislative budget committee hearing, scheduled Tuesday (Sept. 11) is the final 

informational hearing required to complete the contract extensions and avoid the financial 

compression. 

After nearly five years and an extensive public review, the contract extension process is nearly 

complete. An Agreement in Principle was developed in public in 2014, after which the CEQA 

draft environmental document was publicly released and comments were received. DWR and 

public water agencies have done their due diligence with great care and transparency. While 

WaterFix is a necessary investment in our State Water Project, it’s not the reason we need to 

extend the long-term water supply contracts. 



The State Water Project is the nation’s largest state-built, user-financed water and power 

development and delivery system – a vast network of aqueducts, tunnels, canals, reservoirs, 

pumping plants, and hydroelectric power generation plants. 

Bringing Sierra Nevada melted snowpack from the Bay Area to San Diego, it’s one of the 

cleanest and most cost-effective water supply sources. It gets us through droughts more 

efficiently than any other source, augments local water supply sources and recharges 

groundwater basins. Two-thirds of California’s water is delivered through the State Water 

Project. Some California regions depend on water from the State Water Project for as much as 

80 percent of their total supply. 

The scheduled hearing has been delayed twice amidst the noise from WaterFix opponents, who 

are looking for any reason to slow down the project’s momentum. There’s no question the 

hearing should proceed as planned next week. Any further delay just makes it more difficult to 

maintain high bond ratings, keep interest costs low, and provide financial stability to the State 

Water Project. 

And if there’s any doubt about just how important this is, imagine life without the State Water 

Project. It’s in California’s best interest to have a stable, reliable water supply. 

 

# # # 

 

Ed’s Note: Jennifer Pierre is the general manager of the State Water Contractors, a non-profit 

statewide association of 27 public agencies that purchase water from the California State Water 

Project. 



Make California’s Water Grid Climate-Ready 

Public Policy Institute of California | September 6, 2018 | Jeffrey Mount and Ellen Hanak  

Next week people from around the globe will gather at the Global Climate Action Summit in San 

Francisco to explore solutions to climate change. California has long played a leadership role in 

reducing climate emissions. But the state has a crucial weakness in its climate readiness: its 

vast water system. Modernizing California’s “water grid”―the linked network of above- and 

below-ground storage and conveyance systems that connects most water use in the state―can 

help reduce the costs and impacts of a changing climate. 

The PPIC Water Policy Center put together a team of experts in climate science, hydrology, 

ecology, engineering, economics, and law to review the weak points in California’s water system 

and recommend actions to build the system’s climate resilience. The focus of the work was on 

managing water scarcity, using lessons learned from California’s most recent drought. 

We found that five climate pressures will seriously impact the state’s water system: warming 

temperatures, shrinking snowpack, shorter and more intense wet seasons, more volatile 

precipitation patterns, and rising seas. 

During drought, California relies heavily on its water grid to manage supplies. This system will 

become even more important for managing more intense droughts of the future. Yet elements of 

this grid are in trouble, and climate pressures will make it harder to manage competing 

demands—particularly the need to store more water for drought while also capturing high flows 

to reduce flood risk, while also protecting freshwater ecosystems. 

California’s climate is changing and drought intensity is increasing. Adapting to and preparing 

for change will require a more robust, better-integrated water grid. This should be a top priority 

for the next governor. 

To make the grid climate-ready, the new administration should undertake a thorough 

assessment of weaknesses in the state’s storage and conveyance system—including important 

canals and aqueducts that help recharge groundwater, deliver surface water, and manage 

floods―and launch a major upgrade of this network. 

The state’s many underground basins have a much large capacity for storage than surface 

reservoirs and will become much more important as a drought reserve. Strategic investments 

are needed to help California store water more effectively and take better advantage of 

opportunities to trade and share it—an important way to reduce the social, economic, and 

environmental costs of using less. 

Adapting to a more volatile climate—including more intense winter storms—will also require 

more operational flexibility to enable storage and conveyance facilities to work together as an 

integrated water supply and flood management system. Investments will be needed to update 

hydrological assumptions for reservoirs, and improve water accounting in all sectors, including 

groundwater recharge and use. 

This water infrastructure revolution won’t just be technically challenging: it will also require 

finding reliable funding to pay for necessary investments. Californians will need to look beyond 

general obligation bonds and develop long-term funding sources to adapt the water grid to a 

changing climate. 



Strong leadership from state and local institutions has guided the development of the water 

system that California relies on today. Despite its many problems, this system has mostly 

served the state well, even in the face of occasional severe drought. Leadership—an essential 

ingredient for continued progress in water management—is a key requirement to prepare for 

droughts of the future. 

 

# # # 



Commentary:  How Prop 3 helps ensure California’s water future  

San Diego Union Tribune | September 6, 2018 | Tim Quinn 

At no other time in California’s history have its citizens faced such a complex array of extremes 

affecting the quality and resiliency of our water supply. But if you’re an optimist like me, you can 

recognize that 2018 gives us an ideal opportunity to make a significant impact, overcome 

challenges and ensure the best chance possible toward securing California’s water future. 

Securing California’s water future has become an increasingly challenging task in the past 

decade with years of historic drought, periods of record flooding, a strain on aging infrastructure, 

desperate need for more storage and continued lack of safe drinking water for some 

communities. Meanwhile, we need to invest in our statewide water system to respond effectively 

to our growing population, changing ecosystem needs, climate change and its impacts on public 

safety and long-term water supply reliability. 

This November, California voters will have the opportunity to help support significant change by 

voting in support of Proposition 3, an $8.8 billion water bond that could fund new technologies 

for local water supply such as water reuse and storm water capture, safe water for 

disadvantaged communities, watershed restoration, fish and wildlife protection, sustainable 

groundwater management and repair of existing dams and canals. 

The measure, called the Water Supply and Water Quality Act of 2018, would dedicate much-

needed funds for essential projects in the critical areas of infrastructure repair and long-term 

drought relief by protecting mountain watersheds, capturing more storm water runoff for reuse, 

and converting more salt water into fresh drinking water. 

On a local level, San Diego would benefit significantly under Proposition 3, with local 

organizations and projects qualifying for at least $330 million in funding for a variety of uses 

benefiting water supply and quality, as well as conservation. The funding could benefit projects 

ranging from conservancy for the San Diego Bay and San Diego River, to wastewater recycling, 

stormwater management, groundwater desalination and water conservation efforts that will 

further reduce local dependence on imported water. 

San Diego would also be eligible to compete for roughly $5 billion in Proposition 3 funds with 

organizations from other parts of the state. Water challenges confront every region in California 

and, if approved, Proposition 3 funding can overcome those challenges no matter what part of 

our state you live in, and no matter what San Diego County community you call home. 

Recent polling shows a vast majority of Californians (68 percent of likely voters) understand the 

need for Proposition 3 and support the measure, but there is too much at stake to even consider 

taking its passage for granted. At stake is our ability to seize an opportunity to meet tough 

challenges head on with the necessary resources. 

On a statewide level, increasingly catastrophic wildfires have become the “new normal.” But we 

are far from helpless bystanders. Proposition 3 also devotes significant resources toward forest 

restoration, which includes tree thinning efforts that help prevent the size and scale of wildfires 

while also improving the health of California’s watersheds, on which we heavily depend on for 

water no matter in which corner of the state you live. 

California’s economy depends on a reliable water supply. This measure provides water to meet 

our future needs, keep our family farms and businesses productive, and put Californians to 



work. Those are a few reasons why Proposition 3 enjoys broad support from water agencies 

(including the San Diego County Water Authority), environmental and conservation groups, 

agricultural organizations, businesses, elected officials and local governments. My own 

organization, the Association of California Water Agencies (ACWA), is on this long list of 

supporters. 

We must seize the opportunity to lay the groundwork for a more secure water future. ACWA 

stands strong in its support of Proposition 3 and urges you to learn more about this measure 

and cast your vote in November. 

 

# # # 

 

To learn more, including benefits specific to San Diego and Southern California, visit 

www.waterbond.org. 

 

Quinn is executive director of the Association of California Water Agencies, whose members are 

responsible for 90 percent of the water delivered to cities, farms and businesses in California. 

He can be reached at TimQ@acwa.com. 



Hetch Hetchy’s Moccasin Dam is in poor condition, state Dams Safety Division says 

The Union Democrat | September 5, 2018 | Guy McCarthy  

Moccasin Dam at Hetch Hetchy Water & Power’s company town Moccasin remains in poor 

condition due to damage incurred during the March 22 megastorm that tore up Groveland, 

Moccasin and Highways 49 and 132, according to the state Division of Dams Safety.  

The dam, called Moccasin Lower in a state report, has capacity of 554 acre-feet, it was built in 

1930, and it’s owned by the San Francisco Public Utilities Commission. It’s one of 10 dams 

rated poor statewide out of 1,246 dams under state jurisdiction.  

“Moccasin Lower Dam is rated poor in today’s report because of the incident that happened 

earlier this year,” Chris Orrock, a public information officer with the state Department of Water 

Resources, Division of Dams Safety, said Tuesday in a phone interview. “The repairs are not 

yet complete. The Division of Safety of Dams has received and approved the repair plans, and 

the dam owner is in the process of completing repairs.”  

On March 22, heavy rains sent a surge of water and debris into Moccasin Reservoir, 

overwhelming its diversion system and nearly overtopping the dam, Hetch Hetchy public affairs 

staff said. Water seeped from the dam in places. Hetch Hetchy workers took steps to release as 

much water as possible from Moccasin Reservoir.  

An evacuation order was issued for anyone potentially in harm’s way, including people at the 

Moccasin Fish Hatchery and Moccasin Point Marina and Campground. Hetch Hetchy crews 

drained the reservoir before it overtopped. At no point was there any threat to the Bay Area’s 

water supply.  

“We anticipate the dam will be rated as ‘poor’ until we have the emergency repair and interim 

improvement projects installed at the end of this year or early next year,” Will Reisman, press 

secretary for the San Francisco Public Utilities Commission, said Tuesday. “At that point, we 

expect that the dam will be upgraded to ‘fair’ condition. The dam will like not be upgraded to 

‘satisfactory’ until we make the longer-term improvements. We are currently evaluating what 

those long-term improvements entail.”  

Reisman emphasized Tuesday that Moccasin Dam functioned properly under stress during the 

storm. The dam was rated satisfactory in last year’s Division of Dams Safety report.  

According to Hetch Hetchy estimates, contractors are fixing $21 million in storm damage at 

Moccasin Dam and Reservoir.  

March 22 damage to the state Fish and Wildlife hatchery just below Moccasin Dam totaled 

about $3.2 million, state Fish and Wildlife staff said.  

Elsewhere in Mother Lode  

A “Dams within Jurisdiction of the State of California” update released Tuesday lists information 

about 29 dams in Tuolumne County and 35 dams in Calaveras County.  

New Melones, the fourth-largest reservoir in California with 2.4 million acre-feet capacity, is 

owned and operated by the federal Bureau of Reclamation and it is not under state jurisdiction. 

New Melones is not listed in the Tuesday report.  



Some dams in Tuolumne and Calaveras have “extremely high” downstream hazard 

assessments in the event of failure of a dam when it’s holding back a full reservoir.  

The assessments are based strictly on potential downstream impacts to life and property if a 

dam fails when the reservoir it holds back is full. The downstream hazard assessment is not 

related to condition of the dam or its related structures.  

Donnells, Beardsley and Tulloch dams, all on the Stanislaus River and owned and operated by 

Tri-Dam, have extremely high downstream hazards in event of dam failure for different reasons, 

said Ron Berry, general manager for Tri-Dam.  

“Tulloch shows extremely high hazard because with Tulloch there's more than a thousand 

people downstream,” Berry said. “For Donnells and Beardsley there is not a population of a 

thousand people. But it could be if it happened to be a very high recreation day.”  

Tri-Dam has inundation maps and emergency action plans for Donnells, Beardsley and Tulloch, 

Berry said. Berry said he could not share them Tuesday.  

“Tri-Dam Project takes dam safety very seriously,” Berry said. “We have been rated satisfactory 

by the Division of Safety of Dams, and continue to monitor our dams with public safety in mind.”  

Statewide, the Division of Dams Safety is re-evaluating spillways on 93 dams similar to the one 

that came apart in February 2017 at Lake Oroville.  

A list of those 93 dams includes O’Shaughnessy Dam on Hetch Hetchy Reservoir in Yosemite 

National Park, Cherry Valley Dam at Hetch Hetchy’s Cherry Lake reservoir, Donnells, Beardsley 

and Tulloch, owned and operated by Tri-Dam on the Stanislaus River, Don Pedro, owned and 

operated by Turlock Irrigation District, Strawberry Dam at Pinecrest, owned and operated by 

PG&E and Big Creek Dam, owned by Pine Mountain Lake Association.  

 

# # # 

Contact Guy McCarthy at gmccarthy@uniondemocrat.com or 588-4585. Follow him on Twitter 

at @GuyMcCarthy. 



Latest Climate Change Assessment Illustrates Farming Challenges of the Future 

AgNet West | August 31, 2018 | Brian German  

The California Natural Resources Agency (CNRA) recently released an updated climate change 

assessment detailing the expectations of future climate conditions in California.  The report, 

California’s Fourth Climate Change Assessment, revises some of the information that was 

presented in the last report that was written in 2012.  Along with predicting a 77 percent 

increase in the amount of acreage that will be burned by wildfires, along with a 50 percent 

increase in the overall number of wildfires by 2100, the report presents information on the 

effects of climate change on agricultural production. 

The information most relevant for farming is the predicted increase in drought periods, more 

frequent extreme heat events and an increased demand for energy if greenhouse gas 

emissions continue to rise.  The report focuses on Central Valley crops, the dairy industry, as 

well as the beef cattle grazing industry.  By demonstrating the challenges facing California 

agriculture, the hope is to identify ways to adapt and overcome those issues. 

Some of the highlights of the report include the confirmation of some of the previous findings 

related to crop adaptation to various climate change scenarios.  Adapting crops and production 

methods can help address climate change issues.  Specialty crops were also shown to be more 

successful over feed, field and grain crops in the modeling results. 

Dairies are expected to endure challenges in obtaining forage because of increased competition 

for water supplies between different commodities and lower returns on hay and corn silage in 

relation to water usage.  Reducing milking herd sizes along with finding alternative feed sources 

may help overcome those challenges. 

Water shortage scenarios are expected to have a negative impact on irrigated areas, cropping 

patterns and overall gross revenues.  The report highlights the importance of protecting 

groundwater reserves in order to avoid large economic losses in the agriculture sector.  A 

decline in irrigated pasture availability will also present challenges for expanding the beef cattle 

industry. 

The climate change assessment is comprised of research taken from 44 technical reports, as 

well as 11 summary reports from CNRA. 

 

# # # 
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Brown tries to jam Delta water hearing through legislature 

Tracy Press | August 29, 2018 | Michael Ellis Langley  

An innocuous sounding hearing tomorrow morning for lawmakers on the Joint Legislative 

Budget Committee at the State Capitol may lock taxpayers into paying for the California 

WaterFix for the next half century. 

The informational hearing, called “Department of Water Resources: Proposed Water Supply 

Contract Extension & Amendments,” will commit 50 years of funding to the WaterFix, the state’s 

plan to build two tunnels to siphon water from the Delta and send it south. 

“It is nothing more than end-of-session shenanigans to try and jam this through at the last 

minute,” Assemblywoman Susan Talamantes Eggman said of the hearing. “We all just found 

out, so we are trying to coordinate very quickly in addition to voting on hundreds of bills at the 

same time.” 

This is the last week of the legislative year in California, and Eggman and other lawmakers are 

voting on a year’s worth of proposed laws. By scheduling the hearing in the midst of the rush of 

legislation, Eggman believes Gov. Jerry Brown and his allies may be trying to get around 

opposition. 

Because the hearing is informational only, there are no votes and the 50-year commitment will 

be approved automatically if the hearing takes place. 

Part of that approval would include language from committee member Assemblyman Richard 

Bloom, D-Santa Monica, that removes direct legislative oversight of the project. 

“I don’t think this was his idea to do this. I think this is part of a grander, package deal. And I told 

him that I would not be voting for this,” she said. 

Last year, Eggman asked the Joint Legislative Audit Committee to audit the WaterFix. The 

committee issued a report calling for more oversight, which Eggman said she had been trying to 

push. She said Bloom language reverses that. 

“I don’t want people to think that if the hearing is held tomorrow, it just means the WaterFix is 

going to happen. But having the hearing removes an impediment to the project,” she said. “We 

needed more oversight and more involvement. I’ve been very active in trying to maintain that 

process.” 

Eggman said the committee chairman should cancel the hearing and bring it up again next year 

if appropriate. She believes Brown is trying to muscle through something he has been trying 

unsuccessfully to do for years before his term ends in December. 

“I don’t know that they are trying to disenfranchise (San Joaquin County residents), but the goal 

for this governor is to try to get as much in place to facilitate the WaterFix, the tunnels, as he 

possibly can,” she said. “So I don’t know that it is purposely disrespectful to us, but that is 

certainly a consequence of the WaterFix.” 

Sen. Cathleen Galgiani, D-Stockton, who represents Tracy and Mountain House, did not return 

multiple calls for comment, but Eggman said she had been in contact with her today about this 

issue. 



Eggman did say that people who are concerned about the hearing should call Toni Atkins, 

president pro tempore of the State Senate, at 916-651-4039 or Assembly Speaker Anthony 

Rendon at 916-319-2063. 

None of the eight state senators and eight Assembly members on the committee are from Delta 

districts. 

 

# # # 

• Get more information on the hearing and the committee at 

www.senate.ca.gov/legislativebudget  

• Get more information about the California WaterFix at www.californiawaterfix.com  

• Contact Assemblywoman Susan Eggman’s Stockton office at 948-7479. 

Contact Michael Ellis Langley at mlangley@tracypress.com or 830-4231. 

http://www.senate.ca.gov/legislativebudget
http://www.californiawaterfix.com/
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