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Sacramento -- It was all blue skies and big

~ smiles on the steps of California's Capitol

building yesterday as government officials
unveiled an ambitious plan to solve the state's
water woes. '

But while the balmy weather and happy faces
made for good photo opportunities, they couldn't
dispel the storm clouds that hover stubbormly
over the process.

The plan announced by CalFed, a joint federal
and state agency, called for a vastly ambitious
effort to expand existing reservoirs, restore
damaged wildlife and fishery habitats, improve
drinking water quality and fund ambitious water
recycling programs.

The proposal, which could determine
California's water policy for the next three
decades, would cost about $8.5 billion for the
first seven years alone. A final decision on the
plan is expected late next month.

Speaking yesterday, Gov. Gray Davis
acknowledged that few if any involved in the
process will be completely happy with the plan.

""Not everyone likes everything about it, but
everyone likes substantial (portions) of it," he
said. “'Everyone must share in the sacrifice if
everyone is to share in the progress."

Historically, the *'stakeholders" in California's
water debate -- farmers, environmentalists and
city managers -- have been fierce combatants.

They all have an insatiable thirst for water, and

they all want to do different things with it:
Farmers want to grow crops, environmentalists
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want to resuscitate fish and wildlife populations
and cities need it for growing urban populations.

So by choosing a plan that was barely tolerable
to all the participants, Davis and U.S. Secretary
of the Interior Bruce Babbitt, who headed the

federal contingent, perhaps chose the only plan
that all sides could accept.

But certainly, environmentalists were restrained
in their enthusiasm.

“It's good news and bad news," said Zeke
Grader, executive director of the Pacific Coast
Federation of Fishermen's Associations, a
commercial fishing advocacy group that has
aggressively lobbied CalFed for greater
freshwater flows down the delta of the
Sacramento and San Joaquin rivers and San
Francisco Bay. Such a move would bolster
populations of salmon, crab and herring.

"“The good news is that the plan calls for greater
water use efficiency and pays at least some lip
service to (recharging) aquifers," Grader said.

"“The bad news is that it still seems to call for
additional diversions out of the delta. If we think
we can solve our water problems by imposing
some engineering changes while maintaining the
diversions, then this is a futile process."

Support from the farming community was also
tepid.

“"Our great concern is that the plan will impose
an unfair burden on farmers and rural
Californians," said Dave Kranz, a spokesman for
the California Farm Bureau. “The farmers will
feel the impact first and to the greatest degree.
They will have a lot of questions about how
everything links together."

Of utmost concern to farmers, said Kranz, is the
time line for when new reservoirs might be built
to store water. ““We understand some of the
storage facilities might wait until water use
efficiency and recycling goals are met," he said.
“"We need to move forward on everything at the
same time."
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Farmers appear to have a strong ally in Sen.
Dianne Feinstein, who addressed the conference
from Washington, D.C.

Feinstein strongly implied that water
conservation will be insufficient to meet the
plan's goals. “"The key to this plan is bringing
additional storage and (ancillary infrastructure)
on line as soon as possible," she said. That
position conflicts squarely with the views of
environmentalists, who generally view
additional dams and reservoirs as anathema.

“"We think if we invest intelligently in water
conservation, we won't need new storage,” said
Barry Nelson, a senior policy analyst for the
Natural Resources Defense Council, an
environmental lobbying and litigation group.

If he is to be judged by the company he keeps,
Davis also favors the development of additional
water sources -- and perhaps privatizing parts of
the state's water system as well.

During the conference, Davis singled out
entrepreneur Keith Brackpool for special praise,
commending him for sage advice during the
CalFed negotiations.

Brackpool, a major Davis financial supporter,
owns large areas of land in the Mojave Desert
that overlie water-saturated aquifers. He has
been negotiating to sell the water to Southern
California's huge Metropolitan Water District
and hopes to recharge the aquifers with
Colorado River water as they are depleted.

Despite the general dissatisfaction among both
farmers and environmentalists, there is little
likelihood any of the major stakeholders will
bolt CalFed. In the starkest terms, they have no
place else to go.

Decades of litigation over water brought
significant changes in water use, with the courts
often ruling in favor of environmentalists. But
the federal and state governments tired of the
adversarial, litigious process, and instead created
the more collaborative process of CalFed.

Interior Secretary Babbitt intimated that the
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CalFed plan's greatest value is the fact that it
represents a change of direction. **(For) one-half
century, water politics consisted of getting
everybody together, forming a firing squad and

facing inward," Babbitt said. With CalFed, ““we -
have now formed a different process." %
Paraphrasing a disquisition by Winston
Churchill on democracy, Nelson, of the Natural l
Resources Defense Council, said, **CalFed is the
worst possible way to solve California's water
problems -- except for all the others." '
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