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Los Angeles: the quintessential poster child

• It’s a desert

• It should have never been built there

• People are water hogs and have pools

• It steals ‘our’ water (where ever the our may be located)

• Its unsustainable



What is the situation?

• Highly variable interannual precipitation

• Highly variable precipitation within the region, from 15 inches in the 
coastal plain to 32 in the mountains, with some of the highest rainfall 
intensities in the continental U.S.

• Varies from dry to flooding and everything in between

• Highly engineered in basin to shunt stormwater to sea and prevent 
flooding

• Vast adjudicated groundwater groundwater resources



Climate change

• Will reduce snowpack in the Sierra Nevada, impacting reservoir 
infrastructure and management

• May, or may not, reduce overall precipitation

• But will probably result in drier hotter periods and high intensity 
rainfall.

• Current system is not engineered for this new regime



Water system in the state

• Engineered to capture slowly melting snow pack in dams rather than valley 
flooding for groundwater infiltration 

• Sierra Nevada Mountain water is conveyed through the SF Bay Delta to a 
dam, then through the State Water Project to ag and So Cal

• Years of high rainfall require dam releases

• No capacity for long term year over year storage

• Increased hardening of Central Valley agricultural water ’needs’ with crop 
shift to nut trees

• Los Angeles County imports 58% of its water from Northern California and 
the Colorado River, sold by the Southern California Metropolitan Water 
District 





An historically accreted modernist socio-
technical system
• One of the largest water transfer systems in the world

• Created when climate seemed predictable

• Based on idea of meeting water needs infinitely

• Today the State Water Project and river flows are over allocated
• 400 billion cu. meters allocated under rights, 5X the state’s man annual runoff.

• An archaic separation of surface and groundwater rights and absence 
of implemented state level groundwater regulation, prevents 
conjunctive use schemes like water banking and other. 

• Groundwater management agencies are now being created in parts of 
the state with no adjudications or management organizations



Los Angeles County

• Over 100 water retailers in the basin alone: public, private and non-
profit, of vastly different sizes and capacities (228 in the whole 
county, plus tiny ones)

• 38% of county water is from groundwater – but restricted to 300 
rights holders

• Traditional siloed water system:
• Stormwater

• Wastewater

• Groundwater (and this is further subdivided)

• Imported water
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L.A. Cities and Groundwater Rights

• 88 incorporated cities in L.A. County 1

• 67 incorporated cities in county urbanized basin area

• 45 of those have adjudicated groundwater rights in L.A. County 
groundwater basins
• 1 unincorporated city, Upland, also has rights

1) L.A. County Office of the Chief Executive
“Cities within the County of Los Angeles”. Rev. 2/12 AS (9-10) 





Los Angeles County consumes 
about 1.6 million acre feet a year 



A complex system that is highly 
siloed among water management 
entities and fragmented among 
county jurisdictions

SO, HOW MUCH LOCAL WATER IS 
THERE?



More than people think; its just not seen 
or its labeled out of usability e.g. waste 
water

•Up to 850,000 acre feet of space is currently 
dewatered among the groundwater basins and 
utilizable (and maybe up to 1.2 m ac-ft)

•Up to 630 ac-ft/yr more captured stormwater

•Recycled waste water resources can consist of  
up to 528 mgd currently



LA County Water Resources

• We have estimated that if the groundwater basins were rewatered to 
their capacity

• Domestic GPCD was reduced to ~ 75 gallons

• Outdoor landscaping was shifted to dry weather planting

• Up to 630 ac-ft/yr of stormwater were captured in rainy years

• And sanitation water was recycled for potable use (or injected into 
groundwater)



Los Angeles County could 
become largely water self reliant

Water imports would be reduced to high 
precipitation years ~ every 10 years



Institutional, infrastructure and behavioral 
reforms are required
• Managing the groundwater basins as common pool resources

• Investing in water recycling and distribution infrastructure

• Using more public lands for stormwater capture

• Transforming urban landscapes

• Changing in-door appliances such as washing machines and 
dishwashers

• And transcending jurisdictional and institutional fragmentation



A One Water Future is the pathway to 
climate resilience for the County, and water 
self reliance
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