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Acronyms and Abbreviations
AB   Assembly Bill 

Act   Sustainable Groundwater Management Act

Action Plan  California Water Action Plan

af   acre-feet

Cal OES   California Governor’s Office of Emergency Services

CDFA   California Department of Food and Agriculture

CDFW   California Department of Fish and Wildlife

CNRA   California Natural Resources Agency

Conservancy  Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta Conservancy

CVFPB   Central Valley Flood Protection Board

CWC   California Water Commission

Delta   Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta

DSC   Delta Stewardship Council

DWR   California Department of Water Resources

GSA   groundwater sustainability agency

IRWM   integrated regional water management

Office   Office of Sustainable Water Solutions

Proposition 1  Water Quality, Supply, and Infrastructure Improvement Act of 2014

SB   Senate Bill 

SCC   California State Coastal Conservancy

USACE   U.S. Army Corps of Engineers

Water Board  State Water Resources Control Board

WCB   California Wildlife Conservation Board

WISP   Water Storage Investment Program

Note: In this report, California Native American Tribes refers to federally recognized and non-

federally recognized tribes within the state.
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Introduction: 2015 — A Watershed Year
The close of 2015 and start of the New Year mark the 

end of a tremendous 12 months. California endured a 

fourth consecutive year of extraordinary drought, the 

worst in over a century. Central Valley communities 

saw drinking water wells dry up and agricultural lands 

subside. Coastal streams that salmon and steelhead 

depend on dwindled without rain. Agricultural com-

munities were severely stressed. And cities and towns 

across the state made hard decisions aimed at boost-

ing water conservation efforts and developing new 

sources of supply.

What made 2015 an extraordinary year had little to do 

with the standard reactions often born of challenging 

years, such as heightened political wrangling; frenzied 

debate over large, new funding measures; high-pro-

file lawsuits; and economy-versus-ecology rhetoric. In 

2015, California took a stand against the status quo, 

making big strides toward a dramatically different — 

and stronger — future for us all. The Brown Adminis-

tration — working closely with the Legislature, State 

agencies, federal and local agencies, California Native 

American Tribes, environmental advocates, and other 

partners — implemented dozens of actions that 

are collectively moving the state from reaction to 

thoughtful response; from defense to offense; from a 

patchwork of independent activities to collaborative, 

cohesive strategies. These actions all are guided in 

some way by the California Water Action Plan (Action 

Plan).

Released by Governor Edmund G. Brown Jr. in Janu-

ary, 2014, the Action Plan is a roadmap for the first five 

years of the state’s journey toward sustainable water 

management. The plan includes 10 primary actions 

and dozens of supporting sub-actions, ranging in 

focus from drought preparedness and response to 

improved groundwater management, flood protec-

tion, and sustainable financing. The 10 primary ac-

tions are designed to help achieve three overarching 

goals — reliability, restoration, and resilience. Led by 

the California Natural Resources Agency (CNRA), the 

California Environmental Protection Agency, and Cali-

fornia Department of Food and Agriculture (CDFA), 

the effort to implement the Action Plan is collabora-

tive and inclusive, involving a broad array of affected 

State entities; federal, local, and tribal partners; and 

the public.

This report highlights a number of efforts under-

taken by the Brown Administration and its partners 

throughout 2015. It includes a narrative summary 

(organized according to the 10 actions), a timeline-

based overview of some of the year’s key successes, 

and a graphical representation of efforts still to come. 

Appendix A includes the timeline of highlights from 

2014 for continuity.

In support of Governor Brown’s 2016–2017 proposed 

State Budget, and as a means of keeping the Action 

Plan as relevant and useful as possible, modest up-

dates to the Action Plan are being released in tandem 

with this report. This Administration will continue 

to implement the Action Plan over the next several 

years. Guided by the Action Plan, the hard work of 

realizing the three overarching goals will continue, 

with the intention that the plan will be updated and 

used for guidance by future administrations and their 

partners.

Responding to the fourth year of 
extraordinary drought and myriad 
associated challenges to the state�s 

people, environment, economy, and way 
of life, California made great strides in 

2015 toward a more sustainable future by 
advancing implementation of the 2014 

California Water Action Plan. Most notable 
perhaps was the promising start of State-

regional cooperation to understand, 
govern, and regulate California�s 

threatened groundwater resources. 
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Key Action Plan Activities in 2015

Action 1 � Make Conservation a 
California Way of Life 
On April 1, 2015, in the fourth year of California’s 

historic drought, Governor Edmund G. Brown Jr. 

issued Executive Order B-29-15 to save water, in-

crease enforcement against the wasting of water 

resources, and streamline the government’s response 

to drought. The order required the State Water 

Resources Control Board (Water Board) to establish a 

mandatory conservation program that reduces urban 

water use by 25 percent.  Californians stepped up to 

the challenge.  From June to November 2015, urban 

areas have exceeded the 25% goal — many areas 

by wide margins. During this period, urban areas cut 

their water use by a cumulative 26.3 percent, which 

equates to 328.9 billion gallons of water, or enough to 

supply �ve million people for a year. Likewise, through 

landowner partnerships with State and federal o�-

cials, many farmers have voluntarily cut back on water 

use in critically a�ected parts of the state. Also, the 

California Department of Water Resources (DWR) pro-

vided $10 million for the CalConserve loan program, 

o�ering low-interest loans to local urban water agen-

cies implementing water conservation programs.

The conservation successes in 2015 were achieved 

with the help of the State’s Save Our Water Cam-
paign, which saw an infusion of funding from the 

State Budget in the past two years in response to the 

drought. By the spring of 2015, the statewide cam-

paign had reached Californians through radio (Eng-

lish/Spanish), social media, outdoor billboard advertis-

ing, direct consumer outreach, and outreach through 

businesses and other partnerships. As directed by the 

Governor, a large portion of the budget was allocated 

to the 2015 summer media campaign, targeting key 

markets in Northern, Central, and Southern California. 

Use of funding authorized by Proposition 1 (the Water 

Quality, Supply, and Infrastructure Improvement Act 

of 2014) was accelerated in 2015 by the Legislature 

and the Administration to complement local re-

sources. As a result, rebate programs for replacing turf 

and old, ine�cient toilets are now in full swing, with a 

goal in sight of replacing 50 million square feet of turf 

statewide. The emphasis of the program is to reach 

Californians in the most drought-stricken, disadvan-

taged communities. 

The State’s aggressive turf replacement program o�ers property owners $2 per square foot to remove water-intensive turf with 
drought-tolerant, low water use landscaping more conducive to our dry California climate. This program, along with programs o�ered 
by local water suppliers, will help meet the Governor’s target of removing 50 million square feet of turf statewide, thereby saving water 
and reducing carbon emissions associated with the treatment and delivery of potable water.
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The State released a new water-e�cient landscape 

ordinance, to be adopted by local agencies by the 

end of 2015. The ordinance is intended to promote 

expanded use of drought-tolerant landscapes in ur-

ban areas. In addition, Senate Bill (SB) 555, passed by 

the Legislature and signed by the Governor, requires 

urban retail water suppliers to submit validated water-

loss audit reports to DWR. To assist with compliance, 

DWR published an updated guidebook for urban 

water management plans, which includes guidance 

for water-loss auditing. The Water Board will soon 

develop performance standards for volume of water 

loss.

Spurred by the Governor’s April 1st executive order, 

the State expanded its assistance to agricultural water 

users to incent water use e�ciency. DWR strength-

ened agricultural water management planning re-

quirements and made $33 million in grants available 

for agricultural water-use e�ciency projects. Also, 

DWR announced availability of �nancial assistance for 

preparation of agricultural water management plans 

— as required by the executive order — for smaller 

agricultural water suppliers. The California Depart-

ment of Food and Agriculture’s (CDFA’s) State Water 

E�ciency and Enhancement Program awarded $6.15 

million from Assembly Bill (AB) 32’s Greenhouse Gas 

Reduction Funds for 71 projects, to implement on-

farm irrigation systems that use less water and energy 

and reduce greenhouse gases. The same program 

awarded a total of $9.38 million for 100 projects later 

in the year. To date, the program has led to an esti-

mated 24,500 acre-feet in water savings and 51,000 

metric tons of carbon dioxide equivalent greenhouse-

gas reductions per year. 

In partnership with the University of California, the 

California Urban Water Conservation Council, the 

U.S.D.A. Natural Resources Conservation Service, and 

other organizations, DWR delivered over 100 work-

shops and various guidance documents during the 

year to provide technical assistance on urban water 

conservation, agricultural drought management 

strategies and e�cient water management practices, 

and targeted education on speci�c commodities and 

crops.

Action 2 � Increase Regional Self-
Reliance and Integrated Water 
Management Across All Levels of 
Government 
The most signi�cant State achievements in 2015, with 

regard to building regional capacity and self-reliance, 

included initiation of the Sustainable Groundwater 

Management Program (discussed in Action 6), ac-

celerated delivery of �nancial and technical-assistance 

incentive programs to regions, and progress made on 

preparing for and adapting to climate change.

Sustainable Groundwater Management 
Depends on Regional Water Balance

In January 2015, the State launched 

implementation of the Sustainable Groundwater 

Management Act. The landmark law requires 

water and land-use agencies to cooperate 

and develop plans to sustainably manage 

groundwater, in the context of an overall 

regional water balance. The State’s role is to 

provide �nancial/technical assistance and 

enforcement, but the key to success lies with the 

local agencies and their willingness to balance 

regional water supplies and demands in a more 

sustainable manner. See Action 6 for details of 

2015 groundwater management achievements.

During the year, as directed by the Administration, 

DWR and the Water Board accelerated availability 

and award of general obligation bond grants to local 

communities to build regional capacity and self-reli-

ance, as well as to service the numerous local grants 

awarded over the previous decade.  

In 2015, DWR �nalized awards totaling $232 million 

for integrated, multi-bene�t projects throughout the 

state. The funding will support 26 regions to imple-

ment over 130 projects, with total costs in excess 

of $1 billion. Nearly $50 million of the $232 million 

will go to disadvantaged communities in 26 regions. 

With these awards, to be announced in early 2016, 

Proposition 84 funds for integrated water manage-

ment are now fully expended, clearing the way for 

Proposition 1 funding to commence.
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Through $257 million in grants and low-interest loans, 

the Water Board �nanced water recycling projects 

throughout the state in 2015. This was a tenfold 

increase in volume from two years earlier; moreover, 

these projects will save an estimated 600,000 acre-

feet during their lifetimes. The Water Board achieved 

this increase in part by aggressively lowering the 

interest rate to just 1 percent for water recycling 

projects. The Water Board’s Proposition 1 funding 

for water recycling has already started to roll out the 

door, with $85 million committed this year and more 

in the pipeline for 2016.  

Building on 2014’s streamlining of recycled water 

regulations for outdoor use and groundwater re-

charge, the Water Board convened an expert panel 

to help formulate new regulations for surface water 

augmentation with recycled water and produce a 

report on the feasibility of direct potable reuse. Both 

the regulations and the report will be �nalized in 

2016. The Water Board also adopted uniform criteria 

for desalination facilities that balance protection of 

the marine environment with the use of ocean water 

as a supplement to traditional water supplies. In ad-

dition, the Water Board issued regulatory decisions to 

incent stormwater capture in urban areas and ap-

proved its Storm Water Resource Plan Guidelines to 

aid local agencies in meeting legislative requirements 

on Proposition 1 grants for stormwater projects.

An excellent example of a regional program jointly sponsored by State 
and federal governments is the Sierra Nevada Conservancy’s Watershed 
Improvement Program. This comprehensive program is integrating �re 
management, watershed stewardship, water supply reliability, habitat 
restoration, and local economic development across the Sierra Nevada, 
the major source of California’s water supply, providing 15 million acre-feet 
of annual storage in non-drought years. Sierra Nevada Conservancy was 
allocated Prop 1 funding for these types of projects. 

Among the strategies identi�ed by Governor Brown 

in his April 2015 executive order, which established 

a new interim statewide greenhouse-gas emission 

reduction target, is carbon sequestration in natural 

and working lands. The Brown Administration recog-

nized the importance of soil health in the 2015–2016 

proposed State Budget by highlighting that “as the 

leading agricultural state in the nation, it is important 

for California’s soils to be sustainable and resilient to 

climate change.” California’s Healthy Soils Initiative is 

a collaboration of State agencies and departments, 

led by CDFA, to promote the development of healthy 

soils. A combination of innovative farm and land man-

agement practices contribute to building adequate 

soil organic matter that can more e�ectively retain 

water, increase carbon sequestration, and reduce 

overall greenhouse gases.

In 2015, DWR, in partnership with the Water Educa-

tion Foundation and other stakeholders, hosted a 

conference — Integrated Regional Water Manage-

ment 2.0: The Next Generation. Attendees discussed 

making integrated regional water management 

(IRWM) even stronger, speci�cally by aligning and 

integrating IRWM with groundwater sustainability 

planning, to realize the full potential of the IRWM 

approach. Culminating several years of stakeholder 

engagement, the strategic plan for the future of IRWM 

in California is due for release in 2016. Conference 

attendees received an early draft of the plan’s recom-

mended strategies.

DWR awarded $28 million to 22 entities in regions 

across the state, for projects estimated to deliver 

lifetime water savings of 270,000 acre-feet and reduce 

greenhouse gases by 199,000 metric tons. Funds for 

this new water-energy grant program came from 

the State’s Greenhouse Gas Reduction Fund. Another 

round of funding has been approved for 2016.

At the Paris climate talks in December, Governor 

Brown demonstrated California’s national and inter-

national leadership in climate change by showcasing 

many of the State’s e�orts. For example, in response 

to the Governor’s directive, the CNRA published the 

Safeguarding California: Reducing Climate Risk, to 

describe how the State will prepare for and adapt to 

the catastrophic e�ects of climate change, including 

extended droughts and wild�res, rising sea levels, and 

increasingly extreme weather and ensuing �oods. 
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In June, DWR published the most up-to-date informa-

tion on climate science and associated recommen-

dations in the report, California Climate Science and 
Data for Water Resources Management. Continued 

work in 2016 and beyond will address projected 

impacts on water supply and �ood control systems, 

including identi�cation of potential system rede-

sign alternatives and other adaptation responses to 

climate change. The State continued to assist regions 

and other stakeholders in preparing for, and adapting 

to, climate change. For example, DWR partnered with 

the California Landscape Conservation Cooperative 

to host a training workshop for more than 70 natural 

resource managers seeking to work with tribes on 

appropriate use of traditional ecological knowledge. 

Such knowledge, learned and passed down by 

indigenous people, can help us better prepare and 

respond to future changes.

Action 3 � Achieve the Coequal Goals for 
the Delta 
April brought a turning point in the future of the 

Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta (Delta). Governor 

Brown, �anked by o�cials from the White House and 

State and federal agencies, announced two revised 

strategies for achieving the coequal goals of Delta 

water-supply reliability and ecosystem restoration: 

California WaterFix and California EcoRestore. 

Once fully implemented, California WaterFix will 

reduce con�icts with endangered �sh species by 

addressing the current pattern of reverse �ows in the 

Delta. The project will increase water-supply opera-

tional �exibility by adding a second point of diversion 

to the current system. 

California EcoRestore is the State’s �ve-year com-

mitment to restoring at least 30,000 acres of Delta 

habitat. The successful completion of the Knights 

Landing Outfall Gates Fish Barrier Project is a prime 

example of EcoRestore’s value. State agencies worked 

closely with Reclamation District 108 to ensure this 

project’s completion in 2015, just in time to prevent 

the stranding of wayward and endangered winter-run 

Chinook salmon on their journey up the Sacramento 

River. DWR, the California Department of Fish and 

Wildlife (CDFW), and other State agencies are actively 

pursuing more than 20 additional EcoRestore restora-

tion projects throughout the Delta region. 

Part of California EcoRestore, the Knights Landing Outfall Gates 
Fish Barrier Project prevents salmon from entering Colusa drainage 
canal so they can continue migrating in the Sacramento River.

The Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta Conservancy 

(Conservancy) accelerated its e�orts to contribute 

toward Delta restoration and local community sus-

tainability. In December, the Conservancy �nalized 

its Proposition 1 grant-solicitation package and is 

planning to award $9 million for restoration projects 

in early 2016. The Conservancy also began sponsoring 

two regionally led habitat restoration planning e�orts 

(Cache Slough and North East Delta). These regional 

plans will help guide future Proposition 1 funding 

decisions, as well as assist local agencies and others 

with related decision-making.

Neither the sources of current challenges nor their 

remedies are found exclusively within the Delta’s 

boundaries. Recognizing this, the Administration and 

the Legislature provided funding and positions for the 

Water Board to accelerate the development of the 

Bay-Delta Water Quality Control Plan, a long-term reg-

ulatory program to improve Delta water quality and 

aquatic ecosystems. To help support the implementa-

tion of the Water Quality Control Plan, the CDFW and 

CNRA began working with partners to develop volun-

tary settlement agreements on several key tributaries 

of the Sacramento and San Joaquin rivers. 

The Delta Plan, adopted by the Delta Stewardship 

Council (DSC) in 2013, will help support these and 

other State and local actions a�ecting the Delta 

through the use of best available science and adap-

tive management. Overall, 75 of the 118 Delta man-

agement actions recommended by DSC’s plan are 

underway. To date, 20 have been completed.
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Action 4 � Protect and Restore Important 
Ecosystems 
In 2015, State, federal, and local partners helped 

return a threatened �sh to its historic spawning 

grounds. They did it by tearing down a 100-foot-tall 

dam. In November, California State Coastal Conser-

vancy (SCC) o�cials and others celebrated the largest 

dam removal in California’s history, an accomplish-

ment of enormous ecological and symbolic value. 

With the removal of the defunct San Clemente Dam, 

the project has opened up 25 miles of habitat criti-

cal to the recovery of South-Central California Coast 

steelhead and has restored more natural �ows to the 

Carmel River. Over time, it also will restore natural 

beach sand deposition patterns for the fragile coastal 

ecology. This project epitomizes the vision articulated 

in Action 4 � Protect and Restore Important Ecosystems. 

The landmark removal of the San Clemente Dam on the Carmel River 
has opened up access to over 25 miles of spawning and rearing habitat 
for endangered steelhead trout, and also is expected to bene�t the 
California red-legged frog, another species listed as threatened.

Other restoration e�orts unfolded across California in 

2015. The Governor signed Salton Sea legislation and 

kick-started a renewed drive toward project imple-

mentation. He formed the Salton Sea Task Force to 

identify actions needed to protect regional air quality 

and ecosystem health at the sea. He also appointed 

a new Assistant Secretary to oversee coordination 

with State, federal, tribal, and local stakeholders in the 

e�ort to identify early-action projects and develop a 

long-term management plan for the Salton Sea.

Over a dozen State agencies updated or created new 

restoration grant programs funded by Proposition 

1. These public funding programs will leverage the 

�nancial and technical expertise of local agencies, the 

nonpro�t sector, and others to maximize restoration 

outcomes in every corner of the state. 

California continued investing in the Lake Tahoe 

watershed, with State investments totaling over 

$650 million since 1997. Many Tahoe-focused public 

agencies and nonpro�t groups are actively pursuing 

additional funding from various Proposition 1 restora-

tion programs.

With funding from the California Wildlife Conservation 

Board, California Department of Transportation, SCC, 

DWR, and other partners, the Sonoma Land Trust and 

Ducks Unlimited restored 1,000 acres of San Francisco 

Bay tideland habitat by breaching a decades-old 

levee. The Sears Point Wetland Restoration Project is a 

landscape-scale e�ort that proves the e�ectiveness of 

diverse and dedicated coalitions.

The San Joaquin River Restoration Program contin-

ued to make progress with essential multi-bene�t 

�ood protection and ecosystem restoration projects. 

During 2015, 12 design alternatives for �sh passage 

were completed and 33 miles of river levees were 

inspected and evaluated. Work will continue in 2016, 

pending approval of the State Budget.

The Sierra Nevada Conservancy entered into formal 

partnership with the U.S. Forest Service to create the 

Sierra Nevada Watershed Improvement Program, an 

integrated approach to watershed restoration, wild�re 

management, air quality, and economic sustainability. 

Innovation was a hallmark of restoration e�orts. The 

CDFW invested tens of millions of dollars from the 

Greenhouse Gas Reduction Fund in various coastal, 

Delta, and mountain-habitat restoration projects that 

also sequester carbon dioxide, the primary driver 

of global climate change. This program and others 

like it will take advantage of the capacity of healthy, 

restored ecosystems to accumulate and store atmo-

spheric carbon. 

In 2015, DWR continued work on construction of the 

50-acre Sherman Island �ood-scour-site stabilization 

and associated habitat enhancements, as well as on 
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the �nal design and permit application for construc-

tion of 1,100 acres of Dutch Slough tidal habitat and 

related habitat restoration. DWR also proceeded with 

the design and scoping of a 140-acre habitat mitiga-

tion and enhancement site involving Delta levees on 

Twitchell Island. 

Consistent with the principle of “One Delta, One Sci-

ence” and the call for integrated science in the Delta, 

which is highlighted in the Delta Science Plan, DSC’s 

Science Program invested in a strategic set of ac-

tions and research. Those actions and research e�orts 

included “big data” management, improved inte-

grated modeling, management of invasive aquatic 

weeds, and ecological responses to the emergency 

drought barrier (see Action 5). Additionally, several of 

the multi-agency–endorsed Delta Plan Interagency 

Implementation Committee’s High-Impact Science 

Actions were initiated in 2015. These critical science 

investigations are designed to inform future manage-

ment decisions in the Delta.

The Water Board and the CDFW moved ahead with a 

program to enhance �ows in �ve stream systems to 

support critical habitat for anadromous �sh. The �ve 

streams are Mark West Creek (Russian River tributary), 

Mill Creek (Sacramento River tributary), Shasta River, 

South Fork Eel River, and Ventura River. With the ef-

fects of the drought falling disproportionally on the 

State’s �sheries, the Water Board also took emergency 

action, as recommended by the CDFW, to provide 

minimal �ows in key tributaries to prevent possible 

extirpation of several important species.

Action 5 � Manage and Prepare for Dry 
Periods 
Drought gripped California for a fourth consecu-

tive year in 2015, resulting in the drying up of 2,200 

groundwater wells that supply water to at least 9,000 

residents. The drought also had major impacts on 

productivity and jobs in the state’s agricultural sector. 

One U.C. Davis study estimated a net water-supply 

loss of 2.5 million acre-feet during the year, as well as 

$2.7 billion in statewide economic losses and 18,600 

lost jobs (Howitt et al. 2015). More than 4,700 wild-

�res left land charred and vulnerable to erosion and 

mudslides.  

With funding from the CDFA, the U.C. Davis Center for 

Watershed Sciences conducted a study of the im-

pacts of the drought on farmers and ranchers in 2015. 

The study found that the drought is responsible for 

the greatest water loss ever seen in California agricul-

ture, with river water for Central Valley farms reduced 

by roughly one-third. Central Valley unemployment 

and the number of fallowed acres also increased 

signi�cantly.  

In March, facing another year of extremely dry condi-

tions, the Legislature approved and the Governor 

signed a $1 billion emergency drought package to 

help communities cope with California’s devastating 

drought. In April, the Governor announced actions 

that would save water, increase enforcement to 

prevent wasteful water use, streamline the State’s 

drought response, and invest in new technologies 

that would make California more drought resilient. In 

response, the Water Board issued water-right curtail-

ment orders for the Sacramento-San Joaquin and 

Delta watersheds and the Scott River, the Antelope, 

and the Deer Creek watersheds. In addition, DWR 

installed, and later removed, a salinity drought barrier 

to successfully stop the encroachment of ocean saline 

waters into the Delta.

The State installed a salinity drought barrier to stop the 
encroachment of saline waters into the Sacramento-San Joaquin 
Delta due to the lack of freshwater �ows.

Victims of the state’s historic four-year drought in-

clude small towns in California’s Central Valley where 

drinking water wells have gone dry. Since September, 

2014, the California Governor’s O�ce of Emergency 

Services (Cal OES) has provided more than $8 million 

dollars to local governments for emergency deliveries 
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of potable water supplies. Additional funding was 

committed to emergency food, housing, and utility 

assistance, as well as to water conservation and infra-

structure projects. These e�orts provided millions of 

dollars to water agencies around the state to deliver 

water, drill wells, run pipe, and make infrastructure 

improvements. In many cases, State assistance was 

complemented by federal assistance from the U.S. 

Bureau of Reclamation and the U.S. Department of 

Agriculture, local cost-sharing, volunteer support, and 

aggressive conservation actions by Californians.

The State Drought Task Force, established in 2013 by 

the Governor’s O�ce, continued to meet monthly 

throughout 2015 to tackle tough issues in a coordi-

nated manner. Perhaps the most notable cooperative 

achievement was the collaborative response to the 

National Aeronautics and Space Administration report

(NASA 2015) on land subsidence released in the fall. 

That report reveals land subsidence occurring at an 

alarming rate, as much as 2 inches per month in some

areas of the Central Valley. 

The subsidence is caused 

by excessive groundwater 

pumping that occurred 

after cuts were man-

dated in surface water 

allocations. Subsidence is 

threatening vital infra-

structure, including major 

water supply systems, 

�ood control levees, 

transportation networks, 

and gas and electrical 

utilities. The members of 

the Drought Task Force 

traveled to and met with 

a�ected Central Valley 

communities, listened to 

their needs, and created 

an initial list of strategies 

for addressing the crisis.

 

 

The Drought Task Force also initiated a monthly state-

wide tribal government consultation on drought is-

sues for California Native American Tribes. The month-

ly meetings were held throughout 2014 and 2015 and 

included the participation of federal partners, such as 

the Bureau of Indian A�airs, Indian Health Service, U.S. 

Department of Agriculture, U.S. Coastal Guard, and 

National Guard.

Tribal concerns regarding drought impacts were 

elevated to the Drought Task Force, including cul-

tural resources exposed by low and receding water 

levels; impacts on natural resources and �sheries; 

bark beetle infestation on forestry land; and illegal 

marijuana plantation operations on tribal lands, which 

siphon surface water from important tributaries and 

waterways.

These and other drought-related accomplishments 

and publications can be found on the State’s Califor-

nia Drought website.

A report released by NASA Fall 2015 shows alarming rates of land subsidence due to excessive 
groundwater pumping during times of drought. The Central Valley has been hardest hit. 
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Action 6 � Expand Water Storage 
Capacity and Improve Groundwater 
Management
The Action Plan calls for a multi-faceted approach to 

improving the resiliency of water supply systems in 

California. In addition to conveyance solutions dis-

cussed in Action 3, Action 6 calls for �nancial support 

of water storage and conjunctive management, and 

sustainable groundwater management and cleanup 

of the state’s contaminated groundwater reservoirs.  

Proposition 1 dedicated $2.7 billion for investments in 

water storage projects and designated the California 

Water Commission (CWC) as the agency responsible 

for appropriately allocating these funds. The CWC, 

through its Water Storage Investment Program 

(WSIP), will fund the public bene�ts of these projects. 

Eligible projects also must provide measurable ben-

e�ts to the Delta ecosystem or its tributaries. 

In April 2015, the CWC convened a Stakeholder 

Advisory Committee to provide technical and policy 

input as they developed the new program. The com-

mittee of 31 seasoned water experts and stakeholders

provided perspectives representing a broad spectrum 

of California interests during their meetings, which 

concluded in October. During the year, the CWC con-

ducted an inventory of more than 100 potential stor-

age projects throughout the state. At their December 

meeting, the CWC directed sta� to begin the formal 

O�ce of Administrative Law rulemaking process for 

the WSIP regulations.

 

In 2015, the State launched implementation of the 

Sustainable Groundwater Management Act (Act), a 

package of laws passed in 2014 that aims to protect 

the groundwater basins that provide a critical source 

of water supplies to many Californians in dry years. 

This landmark law requires landowners, water agen-

cies, and land-use authorities to come together in 

governance and develop plans to sustainably manage 

groundwater, in the context of an overall regional wa-

ter balance. The State’s role is to provide the �nancial 

incentives and technical tools, as well as enforcement 

needed, to ensure implementation of the legislation. 

The key to success, however, lies with the local agen-

cies and their willingness to balance regional supply 

and demand in a more sustainable manner. 

A host of achievements were realized during 2015 to 

implement the historic groundwater legislation.

• The State established Web pages to provide trans-

parency and easy access to information, such as 

an interactive groundwater map and an interac-

tive map conveying groundwater well data.

• AB 1390 and SB 226 will allow the State to inte-

grate and streamline the groundwater adjudica-

tion process for basins subject to the Act, and 

thus bring greater clarity to implementation 

actions. 

• SB 13 amends and clari�es numerous California 

Water Code sections of the Act. DWR hosted an 

SB 13 webinar for local agencies in November to 

explain changes to the law. 

• DWR convened a number of advisory groups (e.g., 

California Native American Tribes, environmental 

groups, and counties) to help establish a com-

mon understanding of complex issues associated 

with forming groundwater sustainability agencies 

(GSAs), revising groundwater basin boundaries, 

and developing groundwater sustainability plans. 

Input received during these sessions is informing 

the development of regulations. Although the 

Act states that tribal participation is not manda-

tory, realizing the goal of full local participation of 

stakeholders, including California Native American 

Tribes, will ensure successful groundwater man-

agement statewide.

• Numerous agencies proactively noti�ed DWR of 

their intent to become GSAs. This information is 

now publicly accessible on DWR’s Sustainable 
Groundwater Management Web page.

• In August, DWR released a preliminary list of 21 

groundwater basins and subbasins that have 

been signi�cantly overdrafted by excessive pump-

ing and thus fall under the earliest deadlines 

required by the Act.

• In October, the CWC approved DWR’s proposed 

Basin Boundary Regulation, and the regulation 

went into e�ect on November 16. Local agencies 

now have the opportunity to request a modi�ca-

tion to their basin boundaries, with all information 

publicly accessible on the Web. 
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Following establishment of governance and basin 

boundaries, the next important step for local GSAs 

is to develop groundwater sustainability plans. DWR 

is working on new regulations — set to be estab-

lished in mid-2016 — to describe what constitutes an 

adequate plan. In preparing for this regulation, and to 

assist the local agencies, DWR hosted advisory group 

meetings with stakeholders and published various 

discussion papers. 

Farmers have stepped up and begun on-farm �ood 

�ow capture and recharge projects in some areas of 

the state. During dormant periods, agricultural lands 

have the potential to serve as percolation basins 

for groundwater recharge. In the summer of 2015, 

scientists at University of California Cooperative Exten-

sion released a report identifying 3.6 million acres of 

farmland suitable for groundwater recharge.

Action 7 � Provide Safe Water for All 
Communities
In 2015, the Water Board published the Safe Drinking 
Water Plan for California, which assesses the overall 

quality of the state’s drinking water, identi�es spe-

ci�c water-quality problems, reveals the known and 

potential health risks associated with drinking water 

contamination in California, and recommends strate-

gies to improve drinking water quality. The Admin-

istration continued to work with local governments, 

communities, and water agencies to help develop 

innovative strategies for addressing governance, 

technical assistance, capital improvements, and ongo-

ing operations and maintenance costs involved in 

bringing public water systems in small disadvantaged 

communities into compliance with State and fed-

eral regulations. Legislation signed by the Governor 

authorizes the Water Board to require a public water 

system — under certain conditions — to consolidate 

with a failing water system, when doing so would be 

best for small communities.

In March, pursuant to AB 92, the O�ce of Sustain-

able Water Solutions (O�ce) was established within 

the Water Board. The O�ce was created to provide 

sustainable drinking water and wastewater treatment 

solutions and �nancial and technical assistance, par-

ticularly to small disadvantaged communities.

In August 2015, the Water Board released Proposi-

tion 1 funding guidelines addressing $260 million for 

drinking-water infrastructure improvements. Those 

funds are now available with a continuous application 

process, along with low-interest loans through the 

Infrastructure State Revolving Fund Loan Program. 

Responding to the Governor’s November executive 

order, the Water Board took an additional step in 

December when it adopted a resolution authorizing 

the allocation of $5 million in Cleanup and Abate-

ment Account funds to help residents on private wells 

and small water systems who are facing immediate 

drought-related water shortages.  

The Water Board continued to assist communities 

a�ected by the drought by supplying $29 million in 

grant funding for well replacement and rehabilitation, 

interties, extension of service, consolidation of water 

systems, and delivery of hauled and bottled water. 

Potable water being delivered to homes whose wells have run dry 
in East Porterville, California, July 2015.
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