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January 31, 2022 

Via email 
 
 
 

The Hon. Anson Moran, President 

and Members of the Commission 

San Francisco Public Utilities Commission 

525 Golden Gate Avenue, 13th Floor 

San Francisco, CA 94102  

 

RE: BAWSCA Review of the SFPUC Bi-Annual 10-Yr Capital Improvement Plan for the 
Water Enterprise and Hetch Hetchy Water for FY 2022-32 through FY 2032-33 

 

Dear President Moran and Members of the Commission, 

Created by the California Legislature through AB2058 in 2002, the Bay Area Water Supply & 

Conservation Agency (BAWSCA) represents the interests of 24 cities and water districts, and 

two private utilities that serve over 1.8 million residential customers and 40,000 businesses in 

Alameda, San Mateo, and Santa Clara Counties.  A primary role of BAWSCA is to monitor the 

San Francisco Public Utilities Commission's (SFPUC) operation and long-term maintenance of 

the San Francisco Regional Water System (RWS) that provides two-thirds of the water supply 

delivered by BAWSCA's 26 member agencies to their customers.  The SFPUC's 10-year Capital 

Improvement Program (10-year CIP) presents the critical projects necessary to ensure long-

term water supply reliability for the BAWSCA member agencies and their customers.   

The 2018 Amended and Restated Water Supply Agreement (WSA) between the City/County of 

San Francisco and its Wholesale Customers includes a requirement for BAWSCA’s input to 

SFPUC’s CIP development process (see WSA Section 6.09).  In this current CIP development 

cycle, the amount of engagement with BAWSCA represented a significant departure from the 

previous 10-year CIP development cycle, during which more meetings with BAWSCA were held 

and additional materials were provided well in advance of the SFPUC’s budget hearings.  

BAWSCA received a briefing meeting with SFPUC staff on 12/6/2021 at which time only a 

partial set of preliminary materials was shared.  While additional materials were received on 

January 6, 2022, they were in draft form.  In conversations with SFPUC staff, they have 

committed to meeting the obligations of the WSA with significantly more engagement moving 

forward and with future 10-year CIP cycles.   

BAWSCA offers the following comments, which are relevant for both the Water Enterprise 10-

year CIP and the Hetch Hetchy Water 10-year CIP: 

1. The SFPUC should review and make changes to its CIP planning and project 

delivery efforts to address its trend in not meeting its CIP delivery targets.  As with 

the prior 10-year CIP, the SFPUC’s approach to funding the first two years of the CIP is 

to use the already appropriated funds to maintain progress and minimize new 

appropriation requests in those fiscal years.  The need for this approach at this time has 

been explained to BAWSCA.  However, this method should not be standard practice in 
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the future as appropriating funds well over what can be reasonably expended gives a 

false sense of expected productivity.  BAWSCA appreciates that the SFPUC is taking a 

closer look at project delivery and looks forward to better understanding the changes 

being made internally and seeing improved capital program delivery results. 

 

2. BAWSCA recommends the use of appropriate placeholder funding where 
necessary to provide greater level of transparency regarding what funding may be 
needed in latter years of the 10-year CIP.  In his presentation to the Commission at its 
January 14, 2022 budget hearing, Steve Ritchie, SFPUC Assistant General Manager for 
the Water Enterprise, pointed out that certain CIP projects, such as Pilarcitos Dam, San 
Andreas Dam, and Bay Division Pipeline No. 4) are not fully funded in the CIP, and 
therefore, the monies proposed in the CIP to fund the work required is significantly lower 
than what will actually be needed in coming years.  BAWSCA agrees with Mr. Ritchie 
that more exacting costs estimates will be generated in the short-term, following the 
completion of additional facility assessments.  However, this approach may pose a 
constraint to doing future work in the expected timeframes as future CIPs with greatly 
increased budgets in certain projects may require phasing work on other projects to 
balance cash flow needs.  Placeholder funding would provide a greater level of 
transparency regarding what funding may be needed in latter years of the 10-year CIP 
cycle.  
 

3. For future 10-Year CIPs, BAWSCA suggests that the SFPUC consider including 
separate tables and spreadsheets that document projected cash flows.  Such cash 
flow tables would be similar to the current tables which show budget appropriation.  In 
this approach, an initial column would indicate the prior year’s cash flow (indicating 
monies spent in the year prior to the 10-year cycle) followed by the anticipated cash flow 
for each year in the 10-year cycle.  This cash flow table will show timing of project 
activity much more clearly than can be inferred from the appropriations table, avoiding 
the confusion that can be created by concepts such as the use of already appropriated 
funding.  BAWSCA is willing to meet with SFPUC to provide examples of how other 
water agencies incorporate such a concept in their CIP documentation.   
 

4. BAWSCA is pleased to see that the project data sheets that accompany the 10-
year CIP documentation have been revised for this particular cycle, such that they 
provide much more detail.  Specifically, the data sheets now include information 
stipulating the total budget proposed, the project’s start and finish date, the current stage 
the project is in, as well as text that provides a more detailed description of specific work 
actions that will be taken in the coming years.  The discussion in the tables also notes if 
the scope of the project has been modified since the prior CIP was adopted. 
 

BAWSCA is focused on ensuring that the SFPUC successfully delivers a 10-year CIP that 

includes the necessary projects with appropriate implementation schedules, robust cost 

estimates, and budgets. 

BAWSCA appreciates the efforts of the SFPUC staff to develop the 10-year CIP and the 

opportunity for discussions that have been constructive for both BAWSCA and SFPUC, and 

beneficial to the water customers.  BAWSCA understands that this particular 10-year CIP has 
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been more challenging than many of those that preceded it, and we are pleased to see that the 

SFPUC has continued to incorporate, into the CIP, a robust number and type of projects that 

are required to maintain the integrity of the RWS. 

 
Sincerely, 
 
 

Nicole Sandkulla 
CEO/General Manager 

 

TF/NS//le 

 

cc: Dennis Herrera, SFPUC, General Manager 
 Steven Ritchie, SFPUC, Assistant General Manager of Water Enterprise  

Alan Johanson, SFPUC, Chief Engineer / Assistance General Manager of Infrastructure 
Alison Kastama, SFPUC, BAWSCA Liaison  
BAWSCA Board of Directors 
BAWSCA Water Management Representatives 
Allison Schutte, Hanson Bridgett, LLP, Legal Counsel 
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The American modeling system, which averages dozens of computer simulations, can clue forecasters in 

on atmospheric patterns weeks in advance. Here, it shows the jet stream rapidly switching structure over 

the West to begin February from more of an n-shape to a u-shape. 

 

While a period of storminess will be possible as this shift occurs, the precipitation potential may quickly 

wane deeper into February. 

 

There are signals that the pattern could once again switch to a wet one into March, but it is still too early 

to project such a development with much confidence. 

 

The official drought outlook from the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration calls for drought 

to persist in California into the spring. 

 

# # # 



California water districts to get more water than expected 

A wet winter means the DWR will release more to the districts 

Associated Press | January 20, 2022 | Kathleen Ronayne 

 

 
Anthony Burdock, left, and Sean de Guzman, chief of snow surveys for the California Department of 

Water Resources, check the depth of the snow pack during the first snow survey of the season at Phillips 

Station near Echo Summit, Calif., Thursday, Dec. 30, 2021. Randall Benton/Associated Press  

 

SACRAMENTO — Last month’s wet winter storms led California officials on Thursday to 

announce they will release more water than initially planned from state storage to local agencies 

that provide water for 27 million people and vast swaths of farmland. 

 

The Department of Water Resources now plans to give water districts 15% of what they have 

requested for 2022. That’s up from last month, when the state said it would supply 0% of 

requested water beyond what was needed for necessities such as drinking and bathing. It was 

the first time ever the state issued an initial water allocation of nothing. 

 

State officials stressed California’s drought is far from over and urged people to keep 

conserving water. But December storms that dumped heavy snow in the mountains and partially 

refilled parched reservoirs have provided some relief from what had been an exceptionally dry 

year. 

 



Proposed ballot measure to build more California dams, desalination projects likely to be 

withdrawn due to lack of money and signatures 

 

Still, the state hasn’t seen a major storm yet this month, and most state reservoirs remain below 

their historic averages. The U.S. Drought Monitor shows much of California remains in severe 

drought. 

 

“Dry conditions have already returned in January. Californians must continue to conserve as the 

state plans for a third dry year,” Department of Water Resources Director Karla Nemeth said in 

a statement. 

 

California stores and conveys water across the state through a vast network of reservoirs, dams 

and canals known as the State Water Project. It works alongside the federally run Central Valley 

Project to move water primarily from the state’s wetter northern region to the drier south. 

 

Gov. Gavin Newsom has asked for people to voluntarily use 15% less water than last year. 

Meanwhile, emergency statewide restrictions on outdoor water use took effect Tuesday, 

including a ban on watering lawns for 48 hours after rain. Violators can be fined up to $500 per 

day, though state water officials say enforcement will primarily be left to local water agencies. 

 

Otherwise, what the increased allocation will mean for individual households and farms will 

largely depend on local water agencies, which have the power to set their own limits on water 

use. 

 

The winter storms brought significant snowfall to the Sierra Nevada and other California 

mountains. A strong snowpack is critical for the state’s spring water outlook, because when the 

snow melts it runs down into streams and boosts the state’s water supply. 

 

At the winter’s first snow measurement in late December, the snow held 160% of the water it 

normally does at that time of year. But precipitation must keep falling through January, February 

and March to ensure strong supplies for the spring. 

 

# # # 



After recent wet spell, thoughts turning anew to storage 

Capitol Weekly | January 11, 2022 | Uriel Espinoza-Pacheco  

 

 
 

Is California’s drought coming to an end? 

 

Experts say no, not yet, despite the recent historic levels of rain and snow throughout the state. 

 

And while 2021 was the driest in California in a century, 2022 is giving people hope that the 

seemingly interminable drought may finally be over, at least for now, following record-breaking 

snows along the linchpin of California’s water supply, the Sierra Nevada. 

 

It is also heightening the discussion over whether new reservoirs should be built, and nowhere 

is that discussion more intense than in Santa Clara County, population 1.9 million. 

 

UC Berkeley’s Central Sierra Snow lab reported that December has been the snowiest since 

December of 1970 and residents of the Sierra Nevada — which, appropriately, means “snowy 

mountain range” in Spanish — probably won’t argue with that. An estimated 75 percent of 

Californians drink water that originates in the region. 

 

With a number of highways, including major east-west links like I-80, being closed and lengthy 

power outages, the white fluffy snow quickly became an enemy for the holiday season. 

 

Two weeks after the storms, some 3,200 homes remained without power in Nevada, Placer, El 

Dorado and Sierra counties. 

 

Currently all 58 counties in the state are under some type of drought emergency proclamation. 

However, with the recent storms precipitation has averaged 150% to 300% percent of normal or 

more throughout nearly all of California, and the state’s mountain snow holds more than 160% 

of what it normally does this time of year as well. 

 

When it comes to water, some counties are lucky with water but others — not so much. 

 



Santa Clara County, for example, has always had its water issues. Like many in California, it is 

largely relies on water from the Sacramento-San Joaquin River delta, and draws water from the  

the San Luis Reservoir, an imposing inland man-made lake off Highway 152 in the Pacheco 

Pass, and other sources. 

 

But as the drought intensified, the San Luis Reservoir level dropped. As of Monday, Jan. 10, the 

level of San Luis was 415 feet, measured from seat level, up from the 341 feet measured during 

October. 

 

“The reservoir’s water quality goes down when water levels are low,” noted Professor Jay Lund 

of the Center for Watershed Sciences at UC Davis. 

 

Because of the all this and more, Santa Clara authorities are considering another reservoir, the 

Pacheco Pass Expansion Project, and the proposal is gaining traction. 

 

The plan, in conjunction with the Pacheco Pass Water District and the San Benito County Water 

District, is to build a $2.3 billion dollar dam in the hills of southern Santa Clara County. It would 

be the largest new reservoir constructed in the Bay Area in more than 20 years. 

 

A Pacheco Pass Reservoir already exists, with a capacity of 5,500 acre-feet; the expanded 

reservoir would increase the capacity to 140,000 acre-feet, “enough to supply 1.4 million people 

with safe, clean water for one year in an emergency,” the Santa Clara Water District said last 

month. (An acre-foot of water is the amount needed to cover one acre to a depth of one foot, or 

about 330,00 gallons, roughly the yearly amount used by a family of four.) 

 

 The expanded reservoir would be filled by a combination of rainfall, runoff from the watershed 

upstream of the new dam, and imported water supplies. The water released from the reservoir 

will help threatened fish by keeping the Pacheco Creek flowing, before seeping into the 

underlying groundwater aquifer as it winds toward where it meets the Pajaro River. 

 

While the project is just coming to fruition and still isn’t fully approved, the California Water 

Commission reported last month that the project continues to qualify for nearly half a billion 

dollars in state funding. 

 

While this may be great news to some, California’s Sierra Club and other environmentalists 

were skeptical. 

 

“Construction of the reservoir will flood a 13,200 acre area that currently contains valuable 

wetland and oak woodland habitat. To fill the reservoir, the project will divert water from the 

Sacramento River, one of the main tributaries to the San Francisco Bay-Delta,” the Sierra Club 

noted. 

 

Other concerns included not providing the benefits to the ecosystem and water quality 

conditions required by Water Storage Investment Program Regulations and not providing 

specific mitigation and conservation measures for the significant environmental impacts, among 

other things. 
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What California’s drought could teach other states in the West 

Newsbreak | January 22, 2022 | Matt Vasilogambros 

 

 
 

MONTEREY, Calif. — The golden hills of California have turned green in recent weeks after a 

series of storms delivered much-needed rain and snow to a state suffering from two years of 

drought. 

 

But state officials and water policy experts are still urging caution even in these wet conditions, 

pushing for water-saving measures as the drought is expected to continue throughout much of 

the West. 

 

“Even with those rains and with that massive snowpack, the larger issues of drought in 

California are not resolved,” said Char Miller, a professor of environmental analysis at Pomona 

College in Claremont, California. “No one talks about water when it’s raining. We need to have 

the conversation now.” 

 

California remains in the grip of a dry period that has substantially depleted the state’s 

reservoirs, facilitated some of the largest wildfires in state history and led officials to add new 

restrictions on water use. 

 

This past water year (a measure that takes into account total winter precipitation), which ran 

from October 2020 through the end of September, was the driest in a century. Just three 

months into the new water year, California already has surpassed 2021’s precipitation levels. 



 

The drought has laid bare some of the challenges that California and other states face in 

managing their water supplies. A California conservation law being implemented during the next 

two decades, along with a range of actions by communities across the state, provide a preview 

of difficult policy choices communities across the West will have to grapple with as climate 

change pushes water shortages to crisis levels. 

 

While some communities, such as Marin County just north of San Francisco, have debated 

building a multimillion-dollar emergency pipeline to bring in water, other communities have 

sought approaches that rely on reuse and recycling. 

 

Orange County now is home to the world’s largest groundwater replenishment site, a treatment 

plant that purifies wastewater and injects that water back into its underground aquifers, instead 

of pumping treated water into the Pacific Ocean. 

 

Some communities are trying to improve their stormwater capture systems, while others are 

exploring turning ocean water into drinking water. San Diego County has the largest 

desalination plant in the western hemisphere, and other communities are considering following 

its example. 

 

The infrastructure law President Joe Biden signed in November includes $82.5 billion for critical 

water investments nationwide, including grants, studies and federal projects. 

 

But the problems these policies attempt to address are daunting. 

California and other states swing from extreme wet to extreme dry conditions, which will only be 

exacerbated by the worsening climate crisis. 

 

There’s also a lack of reliable long-term weather forecasting that could predict precipitation 

levels throughout an entire wet season, instead of just two weeks. 

 

“These days, it’s all about being more efficient in water management,” said Jeanine Jones, 

interstate resources manager at the California Department of Water Resources. “You need 

better forecasts to be more efficient.” 

 

In long dry spells, communities and farmers in many states also draw heavily on underground 

aquifers, many of which are being overdrafted, even in average rain years. California’s Central 

Valley, the heart of America’s produce industry, is literally sinking because of its depleting and 

overpumped aquifer. 

 

Big measures are needed now to address many of these challenges, said Andrew Ayres, a 

research fellow at the Public Policy Institute of California, a San Francisco-based nonprofit. 

California has generally lagged other Western states in having comprehensive groundwater 

plans, Ayres said. 

 



Arizona, for example, enacted its groundwater management act in 1980. The legislation 

mandated water conservation from businesses throughout the state and sought to manage 

groundwater consumption in five counties where overpumping was historically an issue. But 

some water experts have called for an update to the law to address groundwater supply issues 

in rural Arizona. 

 

California policymakers enacted a law in 2014 that they hoped would increase aquifer levels 

through conservation efforts that not only decrease the amount being pumped but also increase 

water seeping back underground. The Sustainable Groundwater Management Act is still being 

implemented, as communities and water rights-holders have until 2040 to reach sustainable 

groundwater levels. 

 

But the law’s outcome is not certain, Ayres said. Water management is a complex web of state 

and local water authorities, long-held water rights and uncharted legal territory, he said, and the 

next two decades of implementing this new law will lead to difficult negotiations and sacrifices 

by both agricultural and urban consumers. 

 

“There’s a lot of uncertainty around solutions and what they will look like,” he said. 

 

During the past year, the state has added other restrictions for water use, including a call by 

Democratic Gov. Gavin Newsom for residents to voluntarily cut their water consumption by 

15%, but the state fell far short of that goal. Newsom has resisted a politically fraught statewide 

water conservation mandate. In 2015, then-Gov. Jerry Brown, a Democrat, ordered 

communities to cut water consumption by 25%. The cuts ended after a year when heavy rain 

saturated the state and eased the drought. 

 

Last week, the state also issued emergency regulations that target water waste by residents, 

including hosing down sidewalks or watering lawns soon after it rains. 

 

These measures have been necessary even after the recent rain and snow brought some relief. 

The deluge of the past month soaked much of the Golden State, replenishing dammed 

reservoirs and underground aquifers, and revitalizing streams that until recently laid dormant 

and dusty. For a state with nearly 40 million residents in need of drinking water and the 

country’s largest agricultural industry that provides a tenth of the nation’s crops and livestock, 

this weather has been essential. 

 

Throughout much of the past year, dangerously depleted reservoirs and lakes fell way below 

water lines, beaching boats and raising alarm statewide. Reservoirs, though many remain well 

below their historical average, have risen substantially with recent precipitation. 

 

When considering drought conditions and the low reservoir and groundwater levels going into 

this winter, the state is still significantly behind healthy water levels, said Michael Dettinger, a 

research associate at Scripps Institution of Oceanography at the University of California, San 

Diego. 



 

Drought recovery depends on what Californians and the state does now, said Heather Cooley, 

director of research at the Pacific Institute, an Oakland-based think tank. 

 

There are massive challenges: Overdrafting of the state’s aquifers has been exacerbated by 

drought, engineers have detected cracks in aqueducts and shallow wells are drying up in some 

rural areas. And as reservoirs dry up, there are no other major rivers to dam. 

 

Californians can do their part, said Cooley, including by upgrading old appliances (such as 

dishwashers and toilets), removing grass lawns and replacing them with climate-efficient plants, 

and fixing leaks. Some communities, from Encinitas up to Santa Clara County, have added 

requirements for home and business owners to replace inefficient appliances. 

 

California’s State Water Resources Control Board last week ordered local governments to stop 

using drinking water to water ornamental grass on street medians. Similar policies are being 

implemented in other drought-ridden states. Neighboring Nevada banned strictly ornamental 

grass on office parks, outside malls and on road medians. 

 

Further, the state needs to improve its timely access to data and information on water levels and 

consumption by consumers, said Nell Green Nylen, a senior research fellow with the Wheeler 

Water Institute at the Center for Law, Energy & the Environment at the University of California, 

Berkeley, School of Law. But, she admits, this is challenging in such a complicated 

management system. 

 

It’s even more challenging to manage a water system that also keeps in mind ecosystems and 

essential habitats for fish and wildlife, she said. Last year, nearly all the endangered winter-run 

chinook salmon juvenile population died in the warm Sacramento River, unable to receive cold 

water from snowmelt. 

 

But all potential solutions require a drastic cultural shift and change of approach that entails 

sacrifice, Cooley said. 

 

“That shift takes time,” she said. “I think people are making it, but there’s more we can do.” 
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State Agencies Detail Progress Implementing Water Resilience Portfolio 

California Natural Resources Agency | January 11, 2022 

 

Over the past 18 months, state has acted to bolster drought and flood resilience across 

California 

 

Governor’s California Blueprint includes an additional $750 million in water investments with a 

focus on conservation, drought relief and protection of fish and wildlife 

 

SACRAMENTO—A new report released today conveys significant progress made in the past 18 

months to implement the Water Resilience Portfolio, the Newsom Administration’s water policy 

blueprint to build climate resilience in the face of more extreme cycles of wet and dry. 

 

The report summarizes work done on each of 142 separate actions called for in the Water 

Resilience Portfolio. The portfolio was developed by the California Natural Resources Agency, 

California Environmental Protection Agency, and California Department of Food and Agriculture 

in response to Governor Newsom’s April 2019 Executive Order calling for a suite of actions that 

would help California communities, the economy, and the environment address long-standing 

water challenges while adapting water systems to a changing climate. 

 

Recent progress includes assisting tens of thousands of Californians who depend on small 

water systems or domestic wells that have drinking water supply problems, dedicating hundreds 

of millions of dollars to improve streamflow for salmon and other native fish species, advancing 

the removal of four obsolete dams that block salmon passage on the Klamath River, providing 

extensive financial and technical assistance to local sustainable groundwater management 

agencies, restoring streams and floodplains, and steadily improving the state’s ability to manage 

flood and drought. 

 

The 2021-22 state budget included $5.2 billion in water resilience investments across California 

that will build momentum to carry out portfolio priorities over the next several years. On Jan. 10, 

Governor Gavin Newsom proposed an additional $750 million in water resilience investments, 

with a focus on water conservation, drought relief, protection of fish and wildlife, groundwater 

recharge, and support for local agencies bringing groundwater basins into sustainable 

conditions. 

 

“We’ve made solid progress building drought and flood resilience across the state in the last 18 

months,” said Secretary for Natural Resources Wade Crowfoot. “At the same time, accelerating 

climate change has driven weather whiplash, worsening drought and flood threats in real-time. 

Recognizing this urgency, we have to deploy historic funding provided by the Governor and 

Legislature quickly and effectively, in partnership with local and regional partners. Every part of 

California has unique water supplies, environmental conditions, user needs, and vulnerabilities. 

There are no one-size-fits-all solutions to our water challenges, and the portfolio recognizes 

that.” 

 



The portfolio builds upon lessons learned in the 2012-16 drought, which exacerbated a long-

standing struggle in many California communities. An estimated one million Californians do not 

have access to reliable supplies of safe drinking water. Many actions in the portfolio aim to help 

communities maintain and diversify their water supplies. 

 

“Our top priority must be ensuring clean water for all Californians,” said CalEPA Secretary Jared 

Blumenfeld. “We’re making good progress on that front and advancing water use efficiency, 

stormwater capture and recycling for long-term drought resilience.” He also noted that the state 

budget includes $30 million for the State Water Resources Control Board to begin modernizing 

the state’s water diversion management data system to reduce user error, daylight existing 

water use metrics and trends, and create efficiencies for the regulated community and 

regulators. 

 

“Modernizing California’s water right data system will help all water managers with the water 

supply challenges ahead,” said Secretary Blumenfeld. 

 

Karen Ross, Secretary of the California Department of Food and Agriculture, said the portfolio 

and recent state budget will help water providers plan for warmer storms and more intense 

drought in individual watersheds, while also investing in the major water delivery systems that 

supply multiple regions. 

 

“California built its major water delivery systems nearly a century ago based on precipitation 

patterns that are changing as average global temperatures warm,” said Secretary Ross. “We 

need to know what to expect, and we need flexible, well-functioning infrastructure to respond.” 

 

Developed with stakeholder input, the Water Resilience Portfolio was released in July 2020. 

Thousands of individual local districts handle most water management in California, but the 

state plays a role in providing funding, operating major infrastructure, developing laws and 

policies, gathering and sharing data, conducting research, setting standards, catalyzing 

coordination, emergency response and forming partnerships to address problems beyond the 

capacity of any single region to address. The actions in the portfolio focus on these state roles 

and are organized around maintaining and diversifying water supplies, protecting and enhancing 

natural systems, building connections, and being prepared. 

 

In coming years, state agencies will continue to track portfolio implementation and issue annual 

progress reports. 

 

 

### 

 



MID and TID seek much more water from Tuolumne in wet years 

MID and TID take a step toward capturing a lot more water from Tuolumne in wet years  

Modesto Bee | January 31, 2022 | John Holland 

The Modesto and Turlock irrigation districts hope to greatly increase their diversions in years 

when the Tuolumne River runs high.  

Their boards voted Tuesday, Jan. 25, to submit a new water rights application to the state. The 

multi-year process could result in the districts building new storage above or below ground.  

District leaders said the move was prompted in part by climate change, which has brought 

wilder swings between wet and dry cycles.  They seek more storage from abundant years to 

help them through droughts in the decades ahead.  

The storage projects could be costly, though details are not yet known.  And some will likely 

draw protests from environmental and fishing groups.  

The above-ground options include modestly enlarging Don Pedro Reservoir, already one of 

California’s largest, or building smaller reservoirs within a radius of about eight miles. 

The districts also will explore a connection to nearby New Melones Reservoir on the Stanislaus 

River. It is even bigger than Don Pedro and could make water management more flexible.  

Groundwater recharge could be done via flood irrigation on farms or by creating basins for this 

purpose.  

The districts seek up to 2.7 million acre-feet of water in wet years, roughly triple the average 

consumption by farmers and city residents now.  

MID and TID examined rain and snow runoff back to 1998 and found 13 years when at least 

some water would have been available under the rights they are seeking.  The total averaged 

about 840,000 acre-feet in those years.  

The districts said the application would not interfere with other Tuolumne rights holders, 

including San Francisco and riverside farmers.  

“This historic action demonstrates our forward thinking in seeking all avenues of available water 

to sustain our customers, communities and environment,” MID board President John Mensinger 

said in a news release.  

The 216-page application went to the State Water Resources Control Board, which oversees 

California’s complex system of river rights. It could take up to two years to gather public input 

and study the environmental impact of the request.  

The same agency is already seeking higher release from Don Pedro as part of fish protections 

also involving the Stanislaus and Merced rivers.  MID and TID said the extra water they seek to 

store could be released in ways that help fish.  

TUOLUMNE RIVER TRUST’S VIEW  

The Tuolumne River Trust favors groundwater recharge over new reservoirs in MID and TID’s 

future.  The group also urges further water conservation by farmers.  



The Tuolumne got as low as 12% of its natural volume during the 2012-16 drought, and salmon 

suffered, said an email from Peter Drekmeier, policy director at the Trust.  

“Once the Tuolumne River ecosystem is guaranteed more of the water it needs, we will be 

eager to work with the water agencies to help figure out ways to meet their water demands (or 

to reduce them without compromising productivity),” he said.  

The Trust and other groups also support restoration of natural floodplains.  They buffer the 

threat to downstream homes while sustaining wildlife and recharging groundwater.  

TAPPING THE TUOLUMNE SINCE 1887  

MID and TID use about half the Tuolumne supply on average.  An eighth goes to the Hetch 

Hetchy system, serving parts of the Bay Area.  The rest goes to farmers with riparian rights, 

close to the river, and to flows required for fish and water quality.  

The two districts got their first rights to the Tuolumne soon after forming in 1887.  The early 

1890s brought La Grange Reservoir, a small impoundment still in use today.  In 1923, the 

districts built Old Don Pedro Reservoir, holding up to 289,000 acre-feet. The current Don Pedro 

was completed in 1971, at 2.03 million acre-feet. It put its namesake dam completely 

underwater.  

Tuesday’s action was the first time since 1951 that MID and TID have filed for new water rights. 

That was for the larger Don Pedro, which took two decades to license and build.  

Today, the districts supply about 210,000 acres of farmland. MID also treats water for use in 

Modesto and a few smaller cities.  Turlock and Ceres residents will get treated river water from 

a plant scheduled for completion next year.  

The new rights would apply to excess runoff between Nov. 1 in a wet year and the following 

June 14.  That roughly coincides with the start of the storm season and much of the snowmelt 

that ensues.  

SEVERAL POSSIBLE RESERVOIR SITES  

The application examines several projects that could contain high flows that now go out to sea 

via the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta.  Some were studied in the past by the districts or other 

agencies.  The cost estimates are still being refined, MID spokeswoman Melissa Williams said 

by email Friday.  

Several projects are off-stream storage, which can be less controversial than damming rivers.  

They would use earthen embankments to hold water delivered by canals.  

Details on all the possible surface projects:  

Enlarging Don Pedro: Raising the dam could add 105,722 acre-feet of storage, about 5% of 

the current capacity.  But this could back the reservoir into part of a whitewater stretch treasured 

by rafters. Don Pedro is already the sixth-largest reservoir in California and the biggest under 

local rather than state or federal ownership.  

New Melones connection: The northernmost arm of Don Pedro lies just a few miles from the 

southern end of New Melones.  They could be connected with a pipeline or tunnel across 

Highway 108-120. New Melones can hold up to 2.4 million acre-feet.  The Oakdale and South 



San Joaquin irrigation districts have rights to the first 600,000 acre-feet of inflow each year.  The 

reservoir also supplies the federal Central Valley Project via massive pumps in the Delta.  

Lower Cooperstown off-stream reservoir: An embankment at this spot could contain up to 

192,000 acre-feet.  It is about three miles northwest of Modesto Reservoir, an existing part of 

MID’s distribution.  

Upper Cooperstown off-stream: 110,000 acre-feet, five miles northeast of Modesto Reservoir.  

Roberts Ferry off-stream: 16,000 acre-feet, just east of Modesto Reservoir.  

Cardoza Ridge off-stream storage: 503,200 acre-feet, four miles east of La Grange.  

Montgomery Lake off-stream: 517,000 acre-feet, eight miles south of La Grange.  

Dickenson Lake off-stream: 104,000 acre-feet, two miles west of Turlock Lake, which is part 

of TID’s system.  

RECHARGING AQUIFERS  

The groundwater recharge in the application includes the current practice of providing extra 

water to farmers in wet years.  It can reach the aquifers if they use flood irrigation rather than 

drip or sprinklers.  

Recharge also can happen in basins built for this purpose, or through seepage from reservoir 

bottoms.  The districts note that these efforts will help them comply with a state mandate to 

make groundwater use sustainable by about 2040.  

The listed projects total 3.46 million acre-feet of storage, well above the 2.7 million sought in the 

application.  Only some of the projects would be carried out.  

“We will explore all possibilities for financing including partnerships with other agencies and 

applying for any available outside funding,” Williams said.  

The Tuolumne River Trust has just begun the review the application.  

“We’ll keep an open mind and will likely weigh in once the EIR is available,” Drekmeier said. “... 

What we want to avoid is enabling conditions on the Tuolumne to become even worse.”  
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Ring said huge storms in December reduced the severity of the drought just as fundraising 

efforts were ramping up. Also, he said, COVID made it difficult for volunteers to collect 

signatures. He said if they shut down the campaign, as is likely, they will try for a 2024 measure. 

 

Some longtime water experts said the campaign’s key stumbling block was its inability to build a 

coalition and raise money from large labor unions representing construction workers. 

 

Influential groups need to be brought in early to help craft such measure, said Jerry Meral, 

former deputy director of the California Department of Water Resources. 

 

“People want to see the text,” said Meral, who has placed nine measures about water, parks, 

wildlife and transportation on the statewide ballot. “They want to kibitz the text. It’s very hard to 

go out with a finished, filed initiative and try to fundraise on it.” 

 

Meral said unions often talk privately with Democratic governors and align their interests. If Gov. 

Gavin Newsom opposed the measure, he said, it is unlikely that labor unions that need his 

support on other issues would cross him. 

 

Asked Wednesday if Newsom has an opinion on the proposed measure, his spokeswoman, 

Erin Curtis, deferred. 

 

“Nothing to add on this one at this time,” she said. 

 

Andrew Meredith, president of the State Building and Construction Trades Council of California, 

one of the state’s largest construction unions, said his organization was following the campaign. 

 

“We have been watching to see if it gathers the requisite momentum to justify a contribution 

from our membership,” he said. “We need to be diligent and ensure that our contributions 

translate to a net benefit for our members.” 

 

In July, following two record-dry years, Newsom declared a drought emergency and asked 

Californians to voluntarily cut water use 15% from 2020 levels. 

 

Newsom’s administration also is moving ahead with plans to distribute $2.7 billion for new water 

storage projects from Proposition 1, a bond approved by voters in 2014. Seven projects have 

qualified to share that money, including expanding Los Vaqueros Reservoir in Contra Costa 

County, building a new reservoir near Pacheco Pass in Santa Clara County, building Sites 

Reservoir in Colusa County, and constructing four new groundwater banks. 

 

They must obtain all their permits before the state will issue checks, a process critics say has 

taken too long. 
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