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100,000 TONS OF GRAVEL  

The Tuolumne agreement calls for placing 100,000 tons of clean gravel roughly between La 

Grange and Hughson. It would aid spawning by native salmon that return in autumn after a few 

years in the Pacific Ocean.  

The agreement also provides for 77 acres of restored floodplain, where newly hatched salmon 

would find food and shelter. And the partners would try to control striped bass and other 

introduced species that prey on salmon.  

The Tuolumne River Trust said the compromise fails to provide fish with the deep, cold water 

they need.  

“We’re disappointed that the focus is predominantly on nonflow measures, such as habitat 

restoration and predator control,” Policy Director Peter Drekmeier said by email Thursday. 

“These are important, but in the absence of adequate flows, they are unlikely to produce the 

results we all would like to see.”  

PRAISE FOR THE PACT  

The agreement will “break the paradigm of management through regulation and litigation,” MID 

General Manager Ed Franciosa said in the news release.  

“We have invested heavily in studying and truly understanding the Tuolumne River, the species 

and industries that depend on it and developing a realistic and sustainable voluntary 

agreement,” he said.  

Dennis Herrera, general manager of the San Francisco Public Utilities Commission, also 

praised the pact.  

“We’ve always been willing to do our part to further protect natural habitats, including in times of 

drought,” he said. “Now we have a framework agreement that strikes the right balance.”  

Newsom’s resources secretary, Wade Crowfoot, was among the top state officials involved in 

the talks.  

“We need every tool to improve environmental conditions,” Crowfoot said. “This collaborative 

approach holds the promise to do that more quickly and holistically, while improving water 

reliability to communities, farms and businesses.”  

# # # 
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The moment to sound the alarm has passed. It’s time now to accept what’s happening 
and roll up our sleeves. We must put all our resources into responding calmly, with 
data and a clear goal: To protect people and the environment from the worst impacts 
of our changing climate. California is not just an example to the nation, it’s a global 
player: Others follow where we lead. And how we handle this new reality will have 
global repercussions. We can model how to manage uncertainty while keeping equity 
at the forefront of our planning efforts. We can show that the Golden State can contin-
ue to thrive by embracing innovations—and broad-based partnerships across sectors 
and regions—that allow us to do more with less. 

Ellen Hanak 
Director, PPIC Water Policy Center

“During the dry years, the people forgot about the rich years, and when the wet 

years returned, they lost all memory of the dry years. It was always that way.” 

—john steinbeck, east of eden
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CONTINUING CHANGE 
As California’s climate changes, policy and regulatory frameworks must move quickly 
to keep up: 

Warmer, drier conditions reveal weaknesses in supply systems: There is growing sci-
entific consensus that conditions have changed, making droughts more intense. Over 
the past two years, low rainfall, warming, an increasingly thirsty atmosphere, and loss-
es in snowpack have broken two of our most important water supply systems, causing 
hardship across California. In 2021, all runoff in the Delta watershed was used either 
upstream of the Delta (85%) or within the Delta (15%), leaving nothing for managing 
water quality or the environment. To avert a crisis, meager supplies in state and federal 
reservoirs were drawn down, water quality standards were relaxed, and rock barriers 
were installed in the Delta to keep salinity at bay. And following more than two decades 
of “megadrought” in the Colorado Basin, reservoir levels are so low that near-term sup-
ply cuts are likely. Finally, many rivers, lakes, and estuaries are being impacted by 
declining water quality, including increases in harmful algal blooms.  

But big policy and regulatory changes are underway: The state has adopted plans to 
improve supply reliability—including the governor’s new Water Supply Strategy—
while continuing to move forward on implementing the Sustainable Groundwater 
Management Act (SGMA) and supplying water to rural communities impacted by 
drought. The State Water Board—having learned key lessons from the last drought—
has become more nimble at ordering cutbacks in times of shortage. The state continues 
to update water quality and flow standards for the Delta watershed, and to negotiate 
draft voluntary agreements to meet environmental objectives. The federal government 
is prompting Colorado River users to take urgent efforts to reduce demand. State–
federal cooperation on water management has also been increasing, including for 
operations of two large water projects: the Central Valley Project (CVP) and the State 
Water Project (SWP).  

And funding is starting to appear: Responding to changing conditions will require 
significant and sustained funding. The federal Bipartisan Infrastructure Law allocated 
$3.5 billion to improve water infrastructure in California, with an emphasis on under-
served communities, along with $8 billion for western water infrastructure. The Infla-
tion Reduction Act provides another $4 billion to support western drought manage-
ment. And over the past three years the state legislature has authorized more than 
$8 billion to improve water supply and river and wetland ecosystems. 

Still, we must learn to thrive with less: Changes in policy and regulation, along with 
increased funding, are all positive steps in adapting to rapid drought intensification. 
But even if we do everything right, water supplies are likely to decline. This is the 
elephant in the room. The grand challenge for 21st-century water management in 
California is learning how to thrive with less.

LEARN MORE

“Our Experts Weigh in on the Drought.” 
Hanak et al., PPIC Blog, 2022.

Tracking Where Water Goes in a Changing 
Sacramento–San Joaquin Delta. Gartrell 
et al., PPIC, 2022.

“A Shrinking River Inspires Growing 
Collaboration.” Bardeen, PPIC Blog, 2022.

“Last Week’s Storm: The Good, the Bad, and 
the Inconclusive.” Mount, PPIC Blog, 2021.
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WATER FOR 
COMMUNITIES
Reliable, safe, and affordable water supplies are 
essential for the well-being of communities throughout 
California and the economic activity they support. But 
the local and regional utilities that provide water for 
these communities—both urban and rural—face some 
significant challenges in procuring these supplies. 
These challenges are not equal everywhere.  
The state’s communities are using roughly the same amount of water as in the late 
1980s, despite growing by more than 10 million residents. Per-capita water use has 
declined over time, thanks to water-saving indoor plumbing fixtures and appliances, 
better leak detection, and, more recently, efforts to reduce outdoor water use with less 
thirsty landscaping and more efficient irrigation systems. These long-term conserva-
tion measures help make the most of available water. Continued progress is still possi-
ble in many communities—especially for outdoor water use—and will be even more 
important if available supplies decline in the future.   

During droughts, utilities often call on their customers to save additional water to help 
manage shortages. Efforts to encourage such reductions have varied across the state 
during the current drought, reflecting differences in local supply conditions. And 
while conservation is becoming a way of life in California’s communities, it is not 
enough to rely solely on conservation to meet demand. Unless they can tap alternative 
sources of supplies, communities that have already attained low levels of per-capita 
use are more vulnerable during droughts, because they have less flexibility to further 
reduce water use. 

When shortages loom, most large, urban utilities can also call on a portfolio of supply 
sources to avoid disruptions for their residential and business users. Indeed, these utili-
ties have made great strides in investing in water supply infrastructure. But smaller, 

“Droughts will become more 

frequent, longer, and more severe. 

Yet there are striking differences 

across hydrologic regions and 

service areas in the pace, degree, 

and timeframe for these changes. 

We need to understand those 

differences to decide where to 

invest.” – ken jenkins, cal water






















