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WATER, POLITICS & LAND USE

Water Supply and
Land Use Planning:

Making the Connection

Rampant urban growth Yies at the source of some of the most com-
pelling envitonmental problems of our tinles. We are becoming only too
familiar with the legacies of settling tno many people on too small a space
with too litfle planning: gridlocked traffic, bad air, recurrent water short-
ages, dwindling populations of native plants and animals, and a geuneril
degradation of the natural landscape. These concerns have periodically
given rise to connuunity-based growth control movements. Although in
‘the past the relationship of water to growth was a tahoo subject among
water agencies, after six years of drought it is becoming the focus of in-

tesise giscussion.

v

Tn ihapmoeding essay, Mr, Gilbert de-
cries the fragmented naiure of the instity-
tiopal structures that deal with these is-

sues, and the messy complexity that-

results. ‘We cannot, however, avoid deal-
ing with this complexity. Water supply
and urban growth are linked issues and
are best addressed by greater intercon-
nections and commutication between
water and land use agencies, This interac-
tion should take place in & context of

open public discussion and greater public
involvement, for ultimately these are is-
sues for the public to decide.

HISTORICAL TIES

‘Water decisions in California have al-
ways been denisions about growth, From
the construction of the Los Angeles and
Hetch Hetehy Aqueducts in the early part
of the century, through the founding of
regional water purveyors such as East
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Bay Municipal Ulility District (EB-
MUD), San Diege County Water Author-
ity, and Meowopolitan Water Disuivt uf
Southern California, to current attempts
to transfer water from farms to cities, wa-
ter agencies have always been at the fore-
frontof growth isgues. These agenciss set
the waier management steategies and wa-
ter pricing structures that direct or pro-
mote growth, Water agency officials par-
ticipate in coalitions franding regional
growth policies, and many of them bave
stoong ties to the development-oriented
business and political interests in their
communities. The water industry itself
bas {raditonally been a meeting ground
for growth interests, including develop-
ers and realtors, boilders and contractors,
engineers and consultants, lawyers and
bankers, and a varied assortment of
elected officials promoting development.
To say that water agencies have been tied
to the forces of growth is more that an
asserton of facy it is the fundamental

historical .traispn of California water -

policy.

Nevertheless, in official policy and
planning, the connection between water
and growth bas generally been ignored or
denied. Witout an explicit, public mech-
anisen. for ensuring that watex planning
decistons and development spprovals sre
consistent with each other, these deci-
sions arc loft to the “back-door™ toute of
unofficial, individual connections—with
the result, all 100 comumon in Califomia’s
history, of “build first and find the water
later.”” The recent extreme lovels of water
rationing in some urbat: areas are, at least
in part, 8 consequence,of this approach.
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Bridging the gap between water and
developmont planning requires work un
both sides—from the agencies responsi-
ble for supplying water, ond from citics
and counties that are the lead agencies for
approving developments. Every vrban
water agency should be responsible for

_ assessing the impacts of projected growth

on its ability to supply its customers. The
agency should calculate how many resi-
dences and businesses it can supply dur-
ing a drought without resorting o exces-
sive levels of rationing. It should inform
cities and counties of these Jimnits, and
avoid compitments to serve beyond
thetn, unless and until it can dugment its
water supply.
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On the other side, every City or county
should ensure thas an adeyuate water sup
plyis available to serve a proposed devel-
opinent before grauting approval to that
development. When growth is projected
10 exceed vurrent supply, the city or
county should carefully phase develop-
ment to provent over-reliance on lmited
supplies. Whete several cities or counties
depend on one water agency's kimited
supply, they should work with the agency
to develop a reasonable mechanisom for
allocating the remaining available supply
to the most needed developments,
All of this 1s common sense, but litlle
of it is commonly done. Even where wa-
“ter agencies have clearly warned of lim-
ited water supplies, cily councils and
coutty boards have refused to moderate
their approval of developments. For ex-
ample, earlier this year Alameda County
Zone 7, the water providerx for Livermore
Valley, informed the valley's cities and
public agencies that their development
plans called for considerably more
growth than Zone 7 could supply. The ci-
ties busically wld the watex agency to
eep quiet and mind its own business—
that by merely suggesting there wers lim-
its 10 the water supply, the agency was
meddling in growth contral. John Mar-
cband, Zone 7 Director, replied that
“planning agencies snd city conneils are
empowered to plan growth, but they must
be peoperly informned. We are just putting
everyone Ot notice so they can plan ac«

cordingly. Cities don’t want it said, but

we will not commit to sell water we don't
have. It's a very simple idea, but it's
something no one wants 10 hear,” Brazi,
“A New E. Bay Water Fight,” San Fran-
cisco Examiner (Mar, 22, 1992),

That simple idea was incorporated in
legislation sponsored by EBMUD and
infroduced by Assemblymentber Domin-
¢ Cortese last yean Assewbly Bill 455
(1991) (as introduced Feb, 7, 1991}
would requize lead agencics to determine
that a reliable water supply exists before
approving a devclopment. This supply
could be either water that a local water
agency bad available, or an alternative
supply identified by the lead agency or
developer.

Predictably, this bill was strongly op-
posed by the state’s poweeful construc-
tion and developmentlobby and, less pre-
dictably, by the Govemor’s Office of
Planning and Research. These parties ar-
gued, with some inconsistency, that on
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the one hand the bill would halt all devel-
opmuent in the state, and on the other the
bill's goals are aleeady adequately metby
exising laws. Letter from Richard Syb-
e, Ditector, Govemnor’s Office of Plan-
ning and Research, to California As-
semblymember Dominic Cortese (Mar.
13, 1992). However, as Zone 7's experi-
ence shows, existing laws fail to bridge
the gap between supply limitations and
the unchecked pace of developmeat.

The

crucial
process of water
supply planning should
~ be securely grounded on
democratic principles.
This should include
such practices as one
person-one vote,
campaign finance reform,
open meetings and access
to information,
forums to solicit public
input, and a concerted
egffort to translute
the language of
water decisions
tnte everydeay
terms.

¢

THE NEED FOR BETTER
PUBLIC PROCESS

Becanse water supply is so critical to
decisions about the future development
of comiunities, watér agencies must
have a clear and open process for plan-
ning and decision making to allow for ad-
equate public involvement and account-
ability. Unfortunately, California’s water
agencies have tended to be obscure, Inuc-
cessible, and relatvely nndemocratic. In
some agencies board members are ap-
pointed rather than elected. In many rural
agencies the vote is zestricted to land-
owners, who hold voting power in pro-
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poruon Lo the value of their land. Until re-
cent years it was gare for any water
agency cleotions to be serously con-
tested, if contested at all. Lack of ac-
countability to the public ensures that
water decisions cottinue to be made in
the context of long-standing, unofficial
ties between water agencies and develop-
ment ititarests,

The crucial process of water supply
planning showld be securely grounded on
democratic principles, This should in-
clnde such practices as one person-one
vote, campaign finance reform, open
meetings and access to information, fo-
runs 1o solicit public input, and & con-
certed effort to translate the languags of
water decisions into everyday terms.

DEFINING. A RELIABLE SUFPLY

Historically, the urban water agency’s
goal was 10 provide unlimited amounts of
low-cost water to anyone who agked for
it, both in wet years and in dry. Anything
less—such ag having to-restrict vse dur-
ing Groughts or discourage use by adjust-
ing prices—was considered a sign of fail-
we, and proof of an unreliable snpply,
Although the 19761977 drought taught
5% that most agencies in California could
not conceivably meet this standard, and
the last six years of drought forcibly re-
peated the lesson, most agencies bave xe-
tained the ol definition of reliability.

How an agency defines reliability is
important, hecause that in twra deter-
tnines how much development it can rea-
sonahly serve. A growing community
with a fixed water supply will eventually
reach & point where adding oné more
house or business will exceed the defini-
tion of retiability. Hooking up that bouse
or business to the system will result in
unretiable service for existing customers,
and every additional house w1 business
will make service even less reliable,

Given the lazge year-to-year vagiabibi-
ty in river runoff in the western United
States, it may be reasonable wask of resi-
dents that they vary their water use as
well. We mighe say, in ossencs, that
drought comes with the territory, and that
the practive of cutting back on water use
during dry years i3 the price paid for liv-
ing in the West. A reliable water system
could then be defined, for example, as
one that would not reqaeirs more than 2
certain reduction from its customers dur-
ing a “worst-case” droyght. EBMUD has
proposed such z standard for its own
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sysizm, ensuring that no more vian a
325-percent reduction in vse (i additon
to reduciions achisved by lung-term cone
servation programs) would be needed
during e worst envisivied drought.

Ulitnately, the definition of reliability
is a decision Ior each community 0
make. If the residents are willing to en-
dure greater reductions, more psople and
businesses can be settled on a fixed
amount o waler, "Lhe water agency’s fe-
sponsibility is, through open public pro-
cess, to develop and Approve & ciear gefi-
nition of reliability, and then to make sure
that it 18 not excecded,

THE ROLE OF WATER FPRICING

The price of water in California has
tarety reflected all of its costs. This bas
been true for the price charged farmers
for federal water, for the price of energy
10 pumip water brough govemment aque-
ducts, and for the price of providing wa-
ter 10 new urban developments. Such
pricing subsidies may be reasonable if
they clearly reflect the objectives of an
agreed-ot: social policy. However, in
most cases neither the subsidies nor the
objectives are clear to the communities
that pay for them.

In relating price to growth, one must
first understand the tue, unsubsidized
costs, As a copmunily adds develop-
ment, at some point new sources of water
will be needed. The new sources are like-
ly t0 be more expensive than the old
sources, since the cheapest and easiest
sources were usually exploited first. For
new areas of development, major addi-
tions tn the distribution system will be
needed as well.

If new development is to pay its own

way—that Is, pay for all of the cosis of

© seonring  fhe © additional  water  and
constructing the additionat distribution
facilities that wew development re-
quires—then two general approaches are
available. One is to inclnde the present
value of these costs in avmexation and
hookup c¢harges. The other is to charge
differential rates: one rate for water from
the old supply. and another, higher rate
for water from the new. If, bowever, nei-
ther approach is taken and the additional
costs are simply covered by overall rate
increases, then. existing customers will
pay to subsidize new development.

THE ROLE OF URBAN
WATER CONSERVATION

Urban water conservation strategies
fall into two categories. Long-term con-
servation efforts cetiter matnly on infra-
structure: insiall low-water-using toilets,
sbowerheads, appliances, and landscap-
ing; build graywater recycling systems
for rezidential inrigation; convert to mors
water-efficient  industrial  processes,
Short-term  conservation efforts  for
drought years focus mainly on behavior:
flush the toilet less, shower lass, and stop
walering the lawn, There are also interac-
tions hetween the twor because toilets are
flushed less often during a drought, the

Improved
reliability and
reduced costs persuade
some residents to
conserve water, while
many others do so out of
a sense of civic duty and
a desire to preserve
the environment.

In contrast,
water agencles have
generally viewed water
conservation as
u meuny of enhuncing
supplies to suppori
growth.

é

water savings (Lat v rightfully be aed-
ited to the installation of low-flush toilets
will be less during & dought year than in
anormal year. The complex interplay be-
tween behavioral and structural con
servation means ibat some approaches
improve water system reliability more
than others,

Tmpraved eeliakility and reduced costs
persuade some residents to conserve wa-
ter, while many others do so out of 2
sense of ¢ivic duty and a desire to pre-

C—094693

serve the envizomeut, s vuuliast, water
agencies have gencrally viewed water
conservation as a means of enbancing
supplies to support growtd, When com-
munities realize that their conservation
efforts have served to fifl some develop-
er’s pockets, thoy ofton rebel. “It’s real
hard to dig out your lawn, when across
the steeet they’re putting in 75 new
homes,” says a machinistin Reno, Brazil,
“Parched Reno Talking of Ban on New
Growth,” San Francisco Examinen p Al,
col 5 (Mar. 17, 1962), Environmental
writer Chades Bowden raitled against
Tucson’s developer-boosting conserva
tion program: “Instead of bragging about
a reduced pec capita consumption of wa-
ter so that more people can be stuffed into

" this valley, Iat's forn on the fancets full

blast . . . and get those hoses running.
T et’s have water roaring ont of onr yards
and cascading over the curbs.” Charles
Rowden, *Reat the Peak Quackery,” Ark
rona Daily Star, p C-3 {Aug. 2, 1981), a3
quoted in Martin, Ingram, Laney. and
Griffin, Saving Water in a Desert City, p
32 (Resources for the Future, Washing-
ton, D.C,, May 1984). '
California’s water agencies depend o
their customers conserving when neces-
sary, and should not sbuse their willing-
ness to Go so, Water agencies need to

"arient conservation efforts toward im-

proving reliability rather than prowoting
additional growth, and shoold ensure that
water conservation results in clear bene-
{iis to the environnent.

THE ROLE OF NEW
SUPPLY PROJECTS

Supply projects commonly discussed
include new or increased diversions of
surface water, new or increased extrac-
tions of groundwater, purchasing current
diversions or exteactions frows existing
users, new storage projects including
new ar larger dams nr gronndwater stor-
age, reclamation of wastewater, and de-
salination of ocean or hrackish water.
Most of the traditional approaches pro-
vide more water in normal or wet years
than they do in drought years, and therein
Ties a dilerma for water supply manag-
ers.

Maost public discussions of nrban wa-
ter supplies concern the water rights, con-
tracted amounts, and flows avaiiable in
normal years. Thus, most development
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decisions, to the extent that they consider
wates supply at all, are based on normal-
year supplies. A a result, development is
freely encouraged up to We limit of nor-
mal-year supplies, and then when a

drought ocouts thers 1$ not enough water

to go around. If a new supply is then ac-
quired with the usual charactenistics—
providing considerably less water in
dronght years than in novmnal years—the
cycle of overdevelopment inevitably fol-
lowed by drought crisls beging anew.
From a watex manager’s point of view,
the ideal supply mix provides just as
much water in drought years as in nomsal
years. For 2 system that ajready suffers
from a lack of drought-year water, an
addirtonal supply that provides more wa-
ter during drought years, or that provides
waler only duting drought-years, would
be even betler. Some hew approaches w0

water supply luve the potential to meet

these ideals.

Many reclamation and most desalina-
tion projects, for example, will provide
much water in dry yeaxs as in wet. Theke
are essentially treatment processes for

varivus types of nonpotable water, and in

most cases the supply of nonpotable wa-
tex vasly exveeds the likely plant capact-

ties in both normal and drought years. .

Por reclamation projects built w handle
the full normal-year flow of wastewater,
there fill be some drought-year dealing

- i Output, but even then the reduction is

tikely to be Iess than the seduction in the
primary water source.

Storage projects could be constucted
and operated to provide water mainly or
solely for drought years, Of paxticular
promise are projects involving the true
conjunctive usc of groundwater basing—
using available flows to recharge unfilled
basing during normal and wet years, then
withdrawing the water for use during
droughts. Theoretically, surfnce roser-
voixs could be operated in the same way,
but experience suggests that reservoir
water 18 likely to be reided for use in nog-
mal years to support hew development.

A variation on this approach is for wa-

~ ter wholesalers to make their unuscd res
ervoir capacity in dry years available to
customers who lack storage but who wish
to hold over water in case the following
year is even drier. Tn the recent drought
several local agencies that gwned suffi-
-cient storage capacity, such as EBMITID
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and the San Franclseg Water Department,
carried over watet to ameliorate the worst
drought impacts. The state and federal
water projects could provide their cus-
tomers with similar opportunities. Such
an approach is technically straightfor-
ward; the only obstacles are institutional.

Finally, water trapsters froim farms (o
Cities could be structured to provide only
droughi-year wates, with benefis o both
parties. With long-tertn “contingency
contracts,” wate could be tanstersed vo-
der specified drought conditions at a

Integrating
water supply planning
with development
planning would enhance
the opportunities for
positive growth and
reduce the obvious risk of
settling a large
population on inadequate
resourees.

. In contrast, keeping
water and development
Dlans disconnected
makes damaging.
disproportionate
growth mure

likely.

é

price agreed to in advance, Such arrange-
tnents would provide an assured supply
of water to cities at the times they need
it most, and provide a cash boost to farm-
ers in marginal years without threatening
their supply it othee years. This type of
transfer wouold support farming’s sucvival
it loag tun. Although most farm-to-
city transfers have been vehemently op-
posed by form groups, this approach has
been endorsed by the California Associa-
tion of Family Farmers.
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ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACES

Becatise water supply and growth are
s0 inferlinked, the assessment of impacts
from decisions about supply or growth
should rightfully be interlinked as well.
Development decisions shonld take ac-
count of the envixonmental impacts of ge-
curing the additional water needed for
development. Decisions to increass wa-
ter supplies beyond those needed for ex-
isting customers should take account of
the impacts of the development that addi-
tional supplies will support.

In this case to0, agencies on either side
of the picture have responsibilities o
each other. Water agencies must inform
cities and counties of the eavironmental
impacts ok securing new supplies, L.e., the
considerable and well-documnented im-
pacis of damming rivers and diverting
flows, as well as the subtler impacts that
gy sesuit fivin growndwaler sorage,
water transfers, reclamation, desaling
tion, and other supply projects, Citiss and
counties should consider these itnpacts in
their decisions about developmont.

Cities and counties in turn should pro-
vide water agencies with informaiion o
the impacts of growth that proposed sup-
ply projects will support or induce., The
ultimate goal should be informed com-
munity decigions about both develop
mett and the supporting infrastructure,
with full awareness of all resulting im-
pacts.

THE REWARDS OF DOING YT RIGHT

Grawth is inherently neither good nos
bad. Growth can enbarce cominunity
Tife, create meaningful work, support and

‘B¢ sensitive 1 enviconmental values, and

decrease the economic disparising ba-
tween groups. But growth can also under-
mine stable neighborhoods and commu-

‘nities, generate bhazards and destroy

enviropments, and intensify economic
injustice.

Integrating water supply planning
with development planning would eq-
hance the oppomunities for positive
growth and reduce the obvious risk of
settling a large population on inadequate
resources. In contrast, keeping water and
development plans disconnected makes
damaging, disproportionats growth more
likely. This will bardly matter to those
develupers seeking growth &t Any COSL
But t0 public officials, it ought t0 matier
quite p Jot. ¢
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