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California water legislation at a standstill 


Republicans roll out their own version of a water bill, as state legislators are being held up mostly 
by obscure water policy details and regional self-interests. 


By Bettina Boxall 


October 28, 2009 


Lawmakers have been chewing over water legislation for weeks, unable 
to seal a final deal despite threats from the governor, weekend 
negotiating sessions and their own deep desire to disprove the 
widespread perception that they can't get anything done. 
 
Many of the choking points involve often arcane details of water policy 
and regional self-interests that haven't always followed the usual partisan 
lines. 
 
"It's fear of losing water, fear of having to pay for stuff," said Ellen 
Hanak of the Public Policy Institute. "It's the same old interests," she 
added, that have for decades impeded any kind of overhaul of 
California's complicated and increasingly troubled water system. 
 
The Democrats' proposal is broad-ranging, but far from revolutionary. It 
takes what many water experts have characterized as modest steps in regard to groundwater, urban water conservation 
and state enforcement of water rights. 
 
It eases the way for a re-plumbing of the Sacramento-San Joaquin River Delta, the state's water hub. But it does not 
authorize a controversial delta bypass canal. The accompanying, roughly $9-billion bond proposal sets aside money for 
new storage, but does not dedicate money for any specific dams or reservoirs. 
 
"This is not a radical package. This is not a major change," said Ron Gastelum, interim executive director of the 
Southern California Water Committee, a nonprofit group of local government, water agencies and businesses. 
 
But it is enough of a change to rattle a lot of people. 
 
Some Bay Area Democrats, who could be expected to back a leadership proposal, have withheld support over delta 
provisions they fear could ultimately cost local districts water.  
 
Republicans, fiercely fighting some of the fine-print details, rolled out their own version of the bill Tuesday, frustrating 
Democrats who say they've already compromised enough. 
 
The endorsement of some of the biggest players in delta and water politics has not even assured passage. 
 
In some ways, the split over the bill represents two competing philosophies. 
 
One believes California can build its way out of its water troubles with a delta re-plumbing and new dams and 
reservoirs. "We need to be sure that any money we spend actually stimulates the economy, creates jobs and brings 
water. That has to be our top priority," Assembly Republican Leader Sam Blakeslee of San Luis Obispo said Monday.
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The other camp, represented largely by Democrats, argues that the answer is more sweeping than infrastructure: The 
state should start monitoring groundwater use, do a better job of enforcing water rights and crack down on illegal water 
diversions in the all-important delta watershed. It needs to mandate urban water conservation and force agriculture -- 
the state's biggest user of water -- to do a better job of measuring and pricing its supplies to promote efficient irrigation.
 
The conservation provision, which requires the state to cut urban per capita water use by 20% overall, exemplifies the 
word-by-word back-and-forth that has bogged down talks. 
 
Republicans want to insert language protecting districts that fail to comply with the conservation targets: They could 
not be sued under the California Constitution's prohibition on waste and unreasonable water use. 
 
But adding that line would undermine a century-old pillar of state water doctrine, insist Democrats and 
environmentalists. "It's a big deal," said Assemblyman Jared Huffman of San Rafael, one of the Democrats' lead 
negotiators. 
 
There is a similar fight over the bill's call for the state to determine how much water the delta needs to regain some 
ecological health. An influential East Bay water agency wants assurances that it won't have to give up water for delta 
restoration without going through a full-blown evidentiary hearing. 
 
"It's a little bit like the Balkans. There's a lot of history and distrust going back," said Richard Frank, executive director 
of the Center for Law, Energy and the Environment at UC Berkeley Law School. 
 
It's a fight as old as statehood, he added. 
 
"There's not enough water to go around. . . . Something's gotta give. There are going to be winners and losers here." 
 
bettina.boxall@latimes.com 
 
Times staff writers Eric Bailey and Shane Goldmacher in Sacramento contributed to this report. 
 
Copyright © 2009, The Los Angeles Times 
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The Press Enterprise 
10-28-09 
 


No water? Don't build  


Mark Knorringa, executive officer of the Building Industry Association of Riverside 
County, criticizes a moratorium on supplying water to future homes ("Protect water 
supply," Your Views, Oct. 24). He has it all wrong.  


Moratoriums on building must be considered until it can be proven that an adequate 
future water supply can be assured. Thousands are now out of work in the Central Valley 
of California because there is no longer enough water there to plant all of the crops upon 
which much of the United States depends.  


What about those of us who have lived in Southern California all or most of our lives? 
Can Knorringa guarantee that we will have enough water for our gardens and for 
drinking?  


All cities should declare a moratorium on building until it can be proven there is an 
adequate water supply.  


Russell Filer  


Yucaipa  
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Officials urge water use reduction 


Published: 
Wednesday, October 28, 2009 9:30 AM PDT 


Low rainfall for eight years in Los Angeles caused 2007 to be the driest year since 1893. 
 
By Katherine Peach / Special to The Malibu Times 
 
With a fourth year of drought fast approaching, officials are calling on Los Angeles County area residents to reduce water 
consumption. A symposium took place mid-October in Encino, where county and Los Angeles city leaders spoke about 
ways to save water. 
 
“When people hear about drought it seems to perpetuate a temporary situation,” Bill Kabaker, an irrigation conservation 
expert, said at the symposium. “There is a finite water supply and a rising population. Regardless how well we do, 
properties will see an increase in water costs.” 
 
The Metropolitan Water District supplies Los Angeles County, including Malibu, with 30 percent of its water. “We're moving 
into an area where we have to be more cautious and careful on how we use water for the rest of our lives,” said Timothy 
F. Brick, chair on the Metropolitan Water District of Southern California board of directors. 
 
Low rainfall for eight years in Los Angeles caused 2007 to be the driest year since 1893, Brick said. With the start of the 
rainy season, he warned low provisions are still a concern. 
 
Malibu residents must comply with a county ordinance on reducing water use by 15 percent less than last year. Malibu 
residents will face fees that jump exponentially for additional water use. 
 
Residents are advised not to allow pipes to go into disrepair, not to use water to clean hard surfaces such as sidewalks and 
driveways, or water landscapes during periods of rain. 
 
“I want to remind people that the vast majority of water in Malibu and the mountains is used for landscaping,” Melina 
Watts, Malibu Creek Watershed coordinator, said, “which is mind boggling.” 
 
Landscaping draws about 70 percent of the Malibu water supply, according to a study by the Malibu Creek Watershed 
Council. Watts advised residents to check that their sprinklers are working properly and turned off during periods of rain. 
 
Lawn irrigation in Malibu is limited to two days per week between 8 p.m. and 8 a.m. 
 
H. David Nahai, a panelist at the October water symposium and former LADWP chief, said, “Responsibility relies on our 
shoulders collectively. This is not just a matter of water reduction, but environmental responsibility.” 
 
Giving examples of how to save water, Nahai cited that Israelis capture and reuse 70 percent to 75 percent of their 
wastewater compared to the 1 percent in California. 
 
However, without a regional wastewater system in Malibu, residents must abide by firm restrictions against home grey 
water systems. 
 
“There are lots of regulations on it and it's still a story that is unfolding,” Brick said briefly after the presentations. “A lot of 
progress can be made in run-off recapture.” 
 
The vast landscaping at Pepperdine University in Malibu is an example of such water recapturing. It is irrigated with almost 
95 percent reclaimed water, Rhiannon Bailard, director for the Center of Sustainability, said. 
 
“Water conservation is our oldest practice we've done here,” Bailard said, “We think it's the most important we can 
contribute.” 
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Ways to save water 
 
Bart O'Brien, a panelist at the water symposium, encouraged homeowners to embrace native plants. As a horticulturist for 
the Rancho Santa Ana Botanical Gardens, O'Brien explained how to utilize the fauna that Southern California has to offer. 
 
“One of the most critical things about water conservation is that people say California is a desert,” O'Brien said. “It 
couldn't be farther from the truth.” 
 
Local varieties of grapes, sage and strawberries thrive in the Malibu climate, he said. Succulent plants, which require 
minimal watering, are plentiful in the area. Water is so over subsidized that we are over engineered to spend money on 
water, O'Brien said. 
 
“Often people think native plants have a wild look, but formal and clipped gardens can be achieved by massing together 
plants,” O'Brien said. He stressed the importance of mulch to trap water in the soil. 
 
More ways to save water can be found online at www.bewaterwise.com 
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Update on California’s Water Situation 
By Brian Leubitz 
Founder and Publisher 
Calitics  


On Friday, I was privileged to speak with former Assembly member John Laird and Senator Lois 
Wolk on the issues facing California's water future. Well, today, some sort of water plan was released 
as SBX7-1, and SacBee has a copy of the language in PDF. It's 163 pages, and to be quite honest, I've 
not yet had the chance to get fully through it.  


The key of this is that the financing has not been worked out. There is supposed to be some sort of a Big 5 meeting to 
work on financing in the next few days, but Speaker Bass has already inticated that she is growing weary of the 
negotiating in the dark and would like a more open process.  


But as John Laird said last week, the key to this deal is the financing. Without subsidies from the state's general fund, the 
big deals for the Westlands and Metropolitan Water Districts simply do not pencil out for their customers. The SoCal 
Water agencies are feeding off the Delta, setting the stage for a big political firestorm.  


There were quite a few developments today beyond the simple release of the plan. Accompanying the release of the plan 
was the news that the San Francisco Public Utilies Commission, which is SF's water district, has decided to back the bill 
as it currently stands. This is a break from previous statements, including a letter they signed indicating opposition to 
what was only a slightly different package at the time. The support of the SFPUC, a very strong water district that also 
controls the Hetch Hetchy Reservoir, gives Sen. Steinberg's bill a shot to win over some Northern California legislators. 
Whether it's enough to get the votes is up in the air.  


Meanwhile, in a story for the Capitol Weekly, the two powerful SoCal water agencies that originally pushed for a 
Peripheral Canal, the Westlands and Metropolitan Districts, think that this bill moves us closer to such a concept. Some 
say that's not the case, but hopefully by the time something passes, we can at least get a definitive answer about whether 
this does further the concept of a peripheral canal.  


Brian Leubitz publishes Calitics.com, the leading California progressive blog covering California politics and policy, 
and is a candidate for Vice-Chair of the California Democratic Party. He holds a law degree from the University of 
Texas and a Master of Public Policy (M.P.P) from the Goldman School at The University of California, Berkeley. After 
practicing law in San Francisco, Brian transitioned into politics and launched Calitics .com in 2005. He has worked on 
several campaigns in the state, including the Yes on 93 (term limits reform) and the No on 98/Yes on 99 (eminent domain 
and property rights) campaigns. He currently is a member of the Democratic State Central Committee, serves on the 
CDP's resolutions committee, and is on the boards of the San Francisco Young Democrats and the Alice B. Toklas 
LGBT Democratic Club. 


Posted on October 27, 2009 


Comments 
I believe that Brian asks one legitimate question about the package and misses widely on the second. 


How we are going to pay for these policy changes is critical and hopefully we will have an answer in the next several 
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days. 


On the second issue he, like many others focuses on whether these bills make a peripheral canal more or less likely. It is 
the wrong question, tied up in an outmoded understanding of the state's water delivery system. 


A properly formed question starts with acknowedging that the existing system is crashing. The estuary is dying and the 
state's economy is in serious peril. 


The lens with which to view water policy reform is to analyze whether proposed changes, based upon the best science 
and data available increase the probability that declining Delta species will recover and bring that about in a way that 
provides increased water security for the state's economy and water for its increasing population? 


Whether these goals are achieved with a canal, a tunnel, or no conveyance is besides the point - and a diversion from the 
real issues.  


The bills as written do not mandate nor prohibit a canal. What they do require is that the ongoing Bay Delta 
Conservation Planning process be certified as a Natural Communities Conservation Plan, the highest environmental 
standard that exists, if any new conveyance is to be adopted. They also require any conveyance to be fully CEQA 
compliant.  


This is why they are suported by the Environmental Defense Fund, Natural Resources Defense Council, Nature 
Conservancy, Bay Institute, and Defenders of Wildlife - in addition to the Metropolitan Water District and Westlands. 


For those who oppose, such as the Sierra Club and Friends of the River, the question is - what is your alternative and 
how do you pay for it? And if you get the muddled response that we can do it through conservation alone, ask them to 
prove it. fully implemented conservation programs do not eliminate the need to transport water - so say the Berkeley and 
Davis water centers - and the Delta is collapsing. So, if you oppose this compromise, and are inalterably opposed to 
changing the existing conveyance system what is your answer? After 4 years, many of us are waiting. 


Posted by: alan gordon at October 27, 2009 02:18 PM
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