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In Cahforma, Drought Plays Out __ Unexpectedly

By Jim CARLTON

HEMET, Calif —As the Golden
State endures a three-year
drought, residents of semiarid
Southern California are mostly
being asked to voluntarily con-
serve water. In typically wetter
Northern California, residents are
faced with mandatory rationing.

In the battle for water supplies
in the state, where the south has
traditionally been characterized
as an endlessly thirsty drain on
water from the north, this turn-
about is the result of years of
preparation and billions of dollars
of infrastructure improvements.

“Out of necessity, we’ve really
tried to almost drought-proof our
region,” said Rich Atwater, execu-
tive director of the Southern Cali-
fornia Water Committee, a non-
profit water education group in
Los Angeles. Southern California
agencies have invested $12 billion
in water-supply improvements
since a 1987-91 drought triggered
widespread rationing and galva-
nized the region into coming up
with a better safety cushion, offi-
cials say.

Reservoirs in the south around
Los Angeles are brimming,
groundwater basins remain com-
fortably stocked and recycling
and conservation programs have
freed up abundant reserves. The

‘region’s water supplies are in

such good shape that, so far, most
local water districts are merely
asking residents to conserve.

Much of Northern California,
by contrast, is in a state of emer-
gency: eight mostly rural commu-
nities face possible drinking-wa-
ter shortages; rationing has been
imposed in some Sacramento-
area communities that depend on
Folsom Lake, which has shriveled
to just 33% of its capacity as of
March 2; and prime farmland is
being left fallow in the Central

. Valley, where many growers have

been told they will get no new
water shipments for irrigation.
The impact of the drought re-
verberates beyond the state’s bor-
ders. Because California boasts a
bigger agricultural sector than
any other state, the drought could
lead to higher produce prices na-
tionally. As a hedge if conditions
don’t improve, the California De-
partment of Water Resources on
Jan. 31 said it would for the first
time ever halt distribution of
state supplies this year to 25 mil-
lion urban customers and nearly a
million acres of agricultural land.
While the state is still in a
drought emergency, some relief
has arrived. The first significant
statewide storms in months
drenched California last week.
Also, the north will soon get help
from emergency legislation an-
nounced Feb. 19 by Gov. Jerry
Brown and top Democratic legis-
lators, which is aimed at acceler-
ating funding of local and re-
gional projects to increase water
supplies. That hill passed the Leg-
islature Febh. 27 and was signed
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by the governor March 1.

Until those projects can hear
fruit, the drought offers a lesson
in resource preparedness. South-
ern California has invested bil-
lions of dollars in recent years to
expand its infrastructure to hold,
transfer and recycle water while
increasing conservation. Spending
on water projects in much of the

north, meanwhile, has been far
more sporadic and less ambitious,
officials say.

Southern California is essen-
tially a desert area where water
has to be transported from hun-
dreds of miles away, while North-
ern California has the mountains
where the snow that falls meets
much of the Golden State’s water

j Northaen Californis.

4 Eight mostly rural communities
face drinking-water shortages.

# At least 19 water districts
have imposed mandatory water
rationing, most in recent weeks.

@ Local reservoirs are generally
ow. The Sacramento area’s
Folsom Lake, for example, is at
just 33% of its capacity.

Southern California

- & No community faces a
. possible drinking-water shortage.

# At least three districts have

® mandatory rationing, most

imposed years ago.

oLocaI reservoirs are generally
high. Diamond Valley Lake, for
example, is about 75% of capacity.

Tha Chnsman pumps, m the backgraund are part of the state’s system for redistrlbutlng water. -

needs.

“Because water is generally
more plentiful up here, I think we
have taken it for granted,” said
Marjie Pettus, city manager of
Healdsburg in Sonoma County’s
wine country, which on Jan. 21
imposed water rationing. Some
larger Northern California dis-
tricts, such as in San Francisco

and San Jose, have also spent
heavily securing water reserves.

Also, unlike in the more popu-
lous south, which is generally
served by large regional water
agencies, many water agencies in
the north are smaller and less
able to spread the costs of large
projects, said Jeanine Jones, dep-
uty drought manager for the Cali-
fornia Department of Water Re-
sources.

Lack of local storage for water
imported from Northern Califor-
nia and the Colorado River was a
major issue, said Jeffrey Kight-
linger, general manager of the
Metropolitan Water District of
Southern California, which sup-
plies water to 19 million resi-
dents. In 1991, the agency had ac-
cess to about 300,000 acre-feet in
storage of the 2.5 million it pro-
vided that year. An acre-foot is
roughly enough water for a family
of five for one year. Today, it has
expanded that capacity to about 5
million.

Meanwhile, many of the
smaller agencies the Metropolitan
Water District supplies have
boosted water resources them-
selves. Riverside County’s Eastern
Municipal Water District, for ex-
ample, has invested $55 million
over the past five years to pro-
duce for delivery 35,000 acre-feet
a year of recycled water at local
treatment plants—a quarter of
the supply for the 768,000 resi-
dents it serves, said spokesman
Kevin Pearson.



