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S THE DROUGHT OVER IN CALIFORNIA? That was the question on a million minds
after nature delivered nine soaking-wet atmospheric river storms to the Golden State
for three weeks after Christmas. v

The short answer is no. Those storms
didn’t end the drought, and a real end
could be decades away. The reason is
groundwater depletion. When we get
that kind of deluge, it does help recharge
groundwater, but only incrementally. In
fact, decades of over-pumping groundwater
exacerbated by the dry climate hydrology
has left many of the state’s groundwater
basins in a condition of overdraft that will
take years to overcome.

To end the drought, we need to start
treating our groundwater aquifers as
the water infrastructure of the climate
change era. To do this, we must transform
how we manage storm runoff to recharge
groundwater on a much bigger scale.

Cities and agricultural irrigation
districts are starting to figure it out, and
the state is taking steps to help. So, while
stormwater capture is happening, we have
relied on surface reservoirs to meet our

water needs too long. Surface reservoirs
remain essential but adding to the natural
recharge of our groundwater basins
and thereby increasing the amount of
underground water storage will be needed
to meet the demands of today’s fickle
winter storms.

It’s been estimated that the State Water
Project and federal Central Valley Project
willlose 10 percent of their capacity by 2040
due to shrinking Sierra Nevada snowpack
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and warmer storms that challenge dam operations. This

amounts to a loss of six to nine million acre-feet annually. Groiindwater balanee

That’s equivalent to losing two Shasta reservoirs! Overdraft
It’s time to focus on an even bigger water m Recharge
storage solution: the aquifers beneath our feet. The A
State Department of Water Resources estimates that Recharge P‘?tent'al
California’s groundwater aquifers have capacity for 4270 m Water available for
between 850 million and 1.3 billion acre-feet of water. ’ recharge
That’s extraordinary compared to the 50 million acre-feet Boundaries
held by all existing surface reservoirs in the state. P [1 Hydrologic region
Unfortunately, much of that aquifer capacity sits ’ 87 Groundwater basins
unused. For the past century, in many cases, we've done Sacramento on the valley floor
nothing but extract groundwater, drastically depleting Valley
aquifers that took eons to fill. Only in recent years have
we begun to focus on reversing that trend, spurred in part \-)./v 410
by the Sustainable Groundwater Management Act passed %
by the state in 2014. \ —704
In the Sacramento metro area, a coalition of local San Joaquin
agencies working through the Regional Water Authority _/ng,e_u/
has developed the Sacramento Regional Water Bank. 140

This interconnected network allows agencies entirely
dependent on groundwater to obtain surface water from
neighboring agencies during periods of high stormwater
flow, allowing their wells to rest and refill naturally. This
is what’s known as “in lieu” recharge, a strategic method
of refilling aquifers the old-fashioned way—by leaving
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them alone. We also operate a handful of
aquifer storage and recovery (ASR) wells,
which allow storm runoff to be pumped
directly into aquifers.

The Water Bank is possible thanks to
two decades of investing in groundwater
wells, pumps, and plumbing interties
that link the region’s local water agencies.
Today we can reliably pump and refill
60,000 acre-feet of groundwater every
year—enough to meet the domestic needs
of 180,000 families for a year. We have plans
in place to boost our recharge capacity to
90,000 acre-feet, if funds can be secured to
build more water interties and ASR wells.
That would create a drought-resilient
supply for 270,000 families annually—over
a third of the region’s population.

The Sacramento region’s recharge
system might look a bit different than
programs in other parts of California, but
the end goal is the same: turning aquifers
into refillable reservoirs.

In Orange County, for example,
tertiary-treated wastewater is allowed
to refill its aquifers. In San Bernardino

County, stormwater from the Santa Ana
River is diverted into settling basins on the
surface, where it then gradually percolates
underground. In the San Joaquin Valley,
a few farms are experimentally flooding
orchards and vineyards with stormwater
when it’s available. Theyre finding
they can recharge groundwater without
damaging crops.

The important point is that it’s all
groundwater recharge.

In-lieu recharge in the Sacramento re-
gion is an obvious and simple replenish-
ment solution that has been proven to work
over the past two decades. But the fact is, it
didn’t happen until water agencies started
cooperating by sharing resources to move
water around for the greatest benefit. This
kind of cooperation is needed on a state-
wide scale to solve California’s looming
water supply crisis.

That's why the Regional Water
Authority is proposing legislation—the
California Water Supply Solutions Act
of 2023—requiring the state to develop
a plan to achieve 10 million acre-feet of

groundwater recharge annually by 2035.

This plan would make groundwater
recharge an official state goal, something
not clearly embodied in the Sustainable
Groundwater Management Act. It would
also require state agencies to identify the
resources they need—money, staff, and
programs—to achieve a truly ambitious
groundwater recharge goal.

Reforming California’s permit system
for diverting surplus stormwater is another
important step. Right now, it takes at least
10 days to get permits to divert stormwater
for aquifer recharge from the State Water
Resources Control Board and California
Department of Fish and Wildlife. By the
time those permits are approved, the
storm pulse is gone.

State lawmakers have expressed
strong support for groundwater replenish-
ment. In fact, Governor Gavin Newsom’s
new Water Supply Strategy, released last
summer, sets a target to boost groundwa-
ter storage by 500,000 acre-feet by 2040.

That’s an encouraging goal, but we
know first-hand that the potential is much
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greater: The Sacramento region alone can readily contribute
30,000 acre-feet before the end of the decade and has the
capacity to greatly expand moving forward. Statewide, the
California Department of Water Resources estimates we
have 13 million acre-feet of groundwater capacity available
for recharge. About 2.5 million acre-feet of that—five
times the Governor’s goal—is available for recharge using
existing infrastructure.

Moreover, this expanded sustainable supply comes at
a cost that will support the affordability goals included in
the Water Supply Strategy.

Storms like the New Year’s event came fast and sudden:
nine atmospheric rivers in three weeks. With climate
change, these dramatic events might be most of the rain
we get for years. We must do more to capture some of that
precious stormwater for the next dry spell. We must and
can work together so that our legislative and regulatory
environment fits the hydrology we are experiencing. é

Jim Peifer is Executive Director of the Regional
A Water Authority, a coalition of two dozen
municipal water agencies in the Sacramento
region.
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