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Billions pile up in special district accounts 

while critics say many should dissolve  

Some 'have abused the public trust by hoarding vast sums of 

money.' one reformer says 

 
A Metro Gold Line pulls in to the Lake Ave station as traffic on the 210 freeway passes by in Pasaden in 2018. The 

Gold Line is operated by the Los Angeles County Metropolitan Transportation. All told, the independent 

government agency had $1.6 billion in cash and investments, according to 2017 data from the California State 

Controller. (Photo by Nick Agro, Contributing Photographer)  
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California’s most affluent special districts nearly doubled their spending over the course of a 

decade, while the value of their cash and investments nearly tripled, according to a Southern 

California News Group analysis of state data. 

The figures revive the question many good-government advocates have been asking for decades: 

Do special districts, which operate largely under the public radar, simply have too much money? 

Critics say they do, and argue that their functions should be absorbed into cities and counties that 

overlap their boundaries. 
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Special districts say they don’t, insisting they simply safeguard vital infrastructure and are better 

left alone. 

California’s 250 largest special districts had cash and investments worth $47.1 billion when the 

2017 fiscal year drew to a close, up dramatically from $17.9 billion a decade earlier, according to 

data from the State Controller’s Office. That’s a leap of almost $30 billion, or 164 percent. 

Total spending, meanwhile, jumped nearly 100 percent — from $27.4 billion to $53.5 billion. 

“From the perspective of California taxpayers, special districts are neither inherently good nor 

inherently bad,” said Jon Coupal, CEO of the conservative Howard Jarvis Taxpayers 

Association, in testimony to the Little Hoover Commission in 2016. 

“However, few can deny that many government entities have abused the public trust by hoarding 

vast sums of money.” 

Special districts insist he is wrong. They are the guardians of water, sewer, transportation 

systems and the like — and their money is earmarked to build, repair and replace vital 

infrastructure, they say. 

Quarter-billion-dollar club 

Six special districts in California have amassed more than $1 billion each in cash and 

investments, with transportation agencies accumulating the richest treasure chests, according to 

the data. 

Another 48 from all over the state — hospital, utility, water, sewer, flood control, air quality 

districts and the like — have cash and investments exceeding a quarter-billion dollars each. 

The billion-plus players in 2017 were mainly in the business of moving Californians: the Bay 

Area’s Metropolitan Transportation Commission ($3.8 billion), the Los Angeles County 

Metropolitan Transportation Authority ($1.6 billion), the San Francisco Bay Area Rapid Transit 

District ($1.55 billion), the Orange County Transportation Authority ($1.48 billion), the 

Metropolitan Water District of Southern California ($1.37 billion), and the Santa Clara Valley 

Transportation Authority ($1.06 billion). 

The Legislature began requiring the 250 special districts with the greatest annual revenues to 

have their finances called out separately shortly after the Little Hoover Commission — a good-

government watchdog with no enforcement powers — spotlighted reserves that dwarfed annual 

spending in dozens of agencies and blasted districts for amassing tremendous piles of cash. 

That blistering study, “Special Districts: Relics of the Past or Resources for the Future?” was 

released in 2000. It bemoaned that hospital districts that no longer run hospitals continued to 

exist and collect taxes. It chided Local Agency Formation Commissions — one in every county, 

charged with ensuring efficiency — for being unable or unwilling to make sensible mergers 

happen. It urged a standard definition for “reserve funds” and greater transparency in reporting 

them. 



In 2017, the Little Hoover Commission issued an update: “Special Districts: Improving 

Oversight & Transparency.” It was a friendlier assessment, but bemoaned that hospital districts 

continued to exist and collect taxes, even when they don’t fund hospitals. And that Local Agency 

Formation Commissions were unable or unwilling to make sensible government mergers happen, 

even though that is their mission. It called for a standard definition of “reserve funds” and greater 

transparency in reporting them. 

While some reformers throw their hands up at the snail’s pace of progress, there have been some 

improvements, said Pedro Nava, an attorney and chairman of the Little Hoover Commission. 

From 2000 to 2017, districts made big strides in how they communicate their activities and 

finances with the public, he said — though even today, not every district has a website. 

What are they, anyway? 

“At any given moment in any random neighborhood, millions of Californians whirl through their 

lives within the boundaries of special districts,” the commission said with some flourish in its 

2017 report. 

“During their relentless proliferation over the past 75 years or more, they have become the 

backbone of California’s vast public services delivery system and the state’s most common form 

of local government. 

“Typically, most residents living in these districts know little about them, how they operate, who 

runs them and what they pay in taxes or fees to support them. Yet California has an estimated 

2,071 independent special districts — many with the power to collect property taxes, to send 

monthly bills and collect fees and frequently to make voters scratch their heads over a list of 

unfamiliar candidates during election time.” 

Special districts are a unique creation of California, dating to 1877 when there were few city or 

county governments around to furnish basic services. But most of them were created after World 

War II to accommodate millions of newcomers. Hospital districts provided medical care, library 

districts put books on the shelves, vector control districts battled mosquitoes, water districts 

provided water. 

“Today, this vast interlaced and unruly governing landscape of city, county and special district 

service providers is locked into place, the vestige of seven decades of hurry-up growth and 

hyperactive local agency creation,” the commission said. 

Commissioners quickly learned what reformers already knew: “The status quo is a formidable 

political force, amply able to quash reform efforts,” its report said. 

“Special districts seem to possess advantages — or, conversely, lack wide-scale harms — that 

make them mostly tolerable to their constituents in the larger scheme of governing and able to 

forestall movements to purge them on a significantly large scale.” 

Redundant districts? 



The poster child for this may be California’s 79 health-care districts, only 37 of which operate 

hospitals. 

Los Angeles County has two: Antelope Valley Healthcare District and Beach Cities Health 

District. 

Riverside County has four: Desert Healthcare District, Valley Health System, Palo Verde Health 

Care District and San Gorgonio Memorial Healthcare District. 

San Bernardino County has three: Bear Valley Community Healthcare District, Hi-Desert 

Memorial Hospital District and San Bernardino Mountains Community Hospital District. 

Orange County has none. 

In its 2017 update, the Little Hoover Commission said, “The Legislature, local grand juries, 

LAFCOs and healthcare analysts continue to question their relevance and need to exist.” But 

many hospital-challenged health-care districts claim they’re carving out new roles in 

preventative care. 

One of those is the Beach Cities Health District, which serves the South Bay coastal 

communities of Hermosa Beach, Manhattan Beach and Redondo Beach. Established in 1955, it 

has had no hospital since 1998 but calls itself “one of the largest preventive health agencies in 

the nation.” 

The district encourages children to walk to school, eat right and lose weight. It provides 

community grants, discount memberships at a district fitness center and helps older people 

remain living at home through personal visits and in-home care. Its “innovative Blue Zones 

Project branding effort also encourages healthy habits at home and work and promotes local 

restaurants that offer nutritious menus,” the Hoover Commission said. 

For this, the district gets $3.1 million in annual property taxes, about one-quarter of its $13.9 

million in revenue last year. 

‘Stealth support’? 

Districts like Beach Cities — which had a slice of the property tax pie when Proposition 13 

radically remade California’s government funding in 1978 — still get those property taxes. 

Districts that didn’t get a piece of the pie back then — often because they had fiscally 

conservative boards that didn’t want to tax local property owners — are locked out of that 

funding. 

“This inability to redistribute county property taxes for new program realities means libraries and 

parks may deteriorate due to taxing decisions made in the 1970s while nearby fire districts buy 

the best, newest fire trucks and healthcare districts give tax-funded grants to sometimes-

questionable recipients — all while also maintaining reserve funds,” the Little Hoover 

Commission said. 



That often increases a region’s tax load, as a struggling public library system must seek an 

additional parcel tax while a nearby water district “has seemingly outsized financial reserves,” 

the commission said. 

Orange County’s Irvine Ranch Water District has often crowed about having the county’s lowest 

water rates, but that’s possible only because nearly one-quarter of its revenues flow from 

property taxes, not water fees. Property taxes provided $37.7 million for Irvine Ranch last year. 

In contrast, the Costa Mesa-based Mesa Water District levied zero property taxes when the 

formulas were locked in, and gets zero property taxes today. Unlike Irvine Ranch, it must charge 

its customers the full price of what it costs to deliver water. 

An Orange County grand jury branded this unseen subsidizing as “stealth support.” It said sewer 

and water districts should be weaned from the tax rolls and become solely fee-based, that 

community service districts should do the same and let surrounding cities or homeowners 

associations provide services, that library districts should be absorbed into local city 

governments or county library systems, and that cemetery and vector control districts should 

disappear and be incorporated into counties. 

That hasn’t quite come to pass. 

Consolidation a ‘bad idea’? 

That the large-scale consolidation demanded by critics for more than a quarter-century has not 

happened suggests it’s too difficult — or “maybe it’s just a bad idea,” Kyle Packham of the 

California Special Districts Association told the commission. 

“The linchpin to the effectiveness of special districts is their authority over revenues and 

expenditures. They’re independent,” Packham testified. “Giving another body the purse strings 

might as well be handing them chains and shackles. He who controls, or she who controls, the 

revenue controls the outcomes.” 

While casting elected county and city governments in such sinister light strikes some as a stretch, 

special districts point to the trouble big and small cities have maintaining water and sewer 

infrastructure when those departments must battle for budgetary priority with police, parks and 

libraries. 

Officials from the districts with the largest cash and investments — particularly the 

transportation agencies — say much of the money is earmarked for large construction projects 

and repayment of debt. The rest, they say, is set aside for maintaining the system and prudent 

reserves. 

See the full list of the Top 250, and detailed responses from specific districts, online. 
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California’s Central Valley: Ground Zero in 

Water War  

February 22, 2019 NICK CAHILL  

 

 
An almond orchard in full bloom in California’s Central Valley.  

FRESNO, Calif. (CN) – Stretching hundreds of miles from the mountains bordering Los Angeles 

north toward the state capital, the San Joaquin Valley doesn’t resemble landscapes typically 

associated with California. Devoid of the skyscrapers, beaches and bridges that make California 

famous, the sprawling valley is instead filled with thousands of farms and oil fields that quietly 

help drive the state’s $2.7 trillion economy. 

Known as the “food basket of the world,” for over a century the valley and its rich soil have 

spoiled Americans with a wide variety of nuts, produce, wine grapes, dairy and even cotton. 

The average motorist traveling on the valley’s north-south thoroughfares – Interstate 5 and State 

Route 99 – can scarcely tell they are inside the most altered rural landscape in California. But 

there is no mistaking the fact that humans have transformed the valley conservationist John Muir 

described as California’s “grandest and most telling” landscape when he walked it in 1868. 
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Since Muir’s journey, Californians have not only drained Tulare Lake – once the largest 

freshwater lake west of the Mississippi – but built hundreds of miles of canals and aqueducts that 

irrigate over 5 million acres of farmland and deliver water to 4 million residents in eight valley 

counties. 

Now stripped of its once vast wetlands and nearly sucked dry from the overpumping of 

groundwater during the West’s increasingly common droughts, the fertile valley is in need of a 

reboot: Its aquifers have shrunk and the remaining water is often contaminated with nitrate and 

salts. 

Citing a new water law that will have major effects on water suppliers and farmers, experts are 

calling for an “all hands on deck” approach to fixing the valley’s water woes. 

“This is a region that faces really unprecedented challenges and inevitable change,” said Ellen 

Hanak, director of water policy at the Public Policy Institute of California, at an event Friday at 

California State University, Fresno. “A lot is at stake for the economy, public health, the health 

of society and the environment.” 

Preserving aquifers 

Since 2016, Hanak and her team of researchers have been brainstorming ways to help water 

agencies and farmers comply with the state’s new Sustainable Groundwater Management Act. 

The landmark act consists of three water bills signed by former Gov. Jerry Brown during 

California’s most recent drought. The package introduced regulations on groundwater use for the 

first time in state history, with the end goal of replenishing and bringing underground basins to 

sustainable levels by the year 2040.  

Water agencies that tap into what regulators consider overused basins, many of which are in the 

valley, have been developing sustainability plans over the last few years. The state wants water 

agencies to speed up the recharging process for aquifers, improve water quality and stop land 

subsidence. 

Valley farmers were forced to rely heavily on groundwater during the unforgiving drought, after 

state and federal surface water supplies were cut off. The accelerated pumping from 2012 

through 2016 caused irrigation and drinking water wells to go dry and ultimately caused land in 

the valley to sink. Sections of the 444-mile-long California Aqueduct dropped more than two 

feet, threatening infrastructure that provides water to most of the state’s 39 million residents. 

Alvar Escriva-Bou a research fellow at the PPIC’s Water Policy Center who worked on the 

report for two years, said the Central Valley’s groundwater overdraft is beyond serious. 

“We estimate the amount of this deficit is almost 2 million acre-feet per year,” he said. “Almost 

90 percent of the water is used by farms. 
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Hanak and the PPIC researchers believe there is no silver bullet available for valley water 

suppliers to comply with the groundwater regulations. According to the PPIC, farmers may have 

to fallow at least 500,000 acres of farmland and switch to crops that require less water, while 

suppliers will have to capture more runoff from storms and decrease reliance on expensive water 

imported from Northern California. 

Some farmers, like Maricopa Orchards CEO Jon Reiter, have already begun fallowing some of 

their land. Reiter, who grows almonds and pistachios, said he only plants half the average 

number of trees in critically overdrawn areas of his farm. 

“While we are focused on permanent crops, we take great efforts to not overplant,” Reiter said. 

“When we decide as to what we’re going to plant, every tree that goes into the ground we’re 

looking at where that water is going to come from not next year or the year after, but 10 years 

down the line when the tree is fully matured. Our strategy is we’re going to have open land in 

our portfolio. We use the water associated with that open land to support the planted acreage.” 

He said fallowed ground is put to other uses with economic benefits, like leasing the land to solar 

companies. 

The PPIC report said that kind of creativity is crucial in the fight to conserve valley water. 

“With the largest groundwater deficit in the state, the valley is ground zero for implementing this 

law,” the PPIC warns in its latest report. “Valley farmers and residents have a history of 

creatively adapting to difficult and changing conditions. Although major challenges lie ahead, 

constructive solutions are in reach.” 

The authors presented their report “Water and the Future of the San Joaquin Valley” to a room 

full of valley farmers and water experts gathered at the Fresno State event on Friday. Experts on 

three separate panels told the crowd that farmers, environmentalists and suppliers will have to 

team up to tackle the new groundwater regulations.  

“How do you eat a whale? One bite at a time,” said Ric Ortega, general manager of Grasslands 

Water District in Merced County. “You try things and you engage in partnerships.” 

Dirty water 

While the valley only makes up 10 percent of the state’s total population, it’s home to more than 

half of the public drinking water systems that are out of compliance with state law. Over 100 

small rural and disadvantaged communities rely on tap water contaminated with nitrates, and 

over 1 million Californians don’t have access to safe water. 

One of the main contributors to nitrate contamination is the dairy industry, which fertilizes crops 

with nutrient-rich water from manure lagoons. Over time, excess nitrates from the water leach 

into the surrounding water table and often into water wells used for drinking. 

https://www.ppic.org/publication/water-and-the-future-of-the-san-joaquin-valley/


Anja Raudabaugh, CEO of Western United Dairymen, says the industry is aware of the problem 

and is currently testing out new technologies. She expects the industry to make major strides in 

cutting out nitrate use over the next 5 to 10 years. 

“It’s always hard having a flashlight shone directly over you,” said Raudabaugh. 

Her group and others are pushing state lawmakers to pass a new tax that would go toward 

cleaning up wells contaminated with nitrates. The idea has failed in the past but under the latest 

iteration, residential water customers would pay an extra 95 cents per month along with fees 

assessed on dairies and fertilizer mills. 

Supporters, like Veronica Garibay of the Leadership Council for Justice and Accountability, 

believe the so-called “water tax” will create long-term funding for clean drinking water 

programs. She says the 1 million Californians without clean water currently face a triple penalty: 

They are paying for dirty tap water, bottled water and for medical bills caused by using 

contaminated water. 

At his first state budget press conference, Gov. Gavin Newsom called it a “disgrace” that some 

Central Valley residents don’t have access to clean water and announced support for a similar 

affordable drinking water improvement fund. Garibay agrees. 

“This shouldn’t be a political issue; it’s time to get it done. We shouldn’t keep looking the other 

way and allowing this to continue in 2019,” said Garibay of the legislation. 

The PPIC report and many of the participants at the Fresno event acknowledged the valley can’t 

afford to wait around for lawmakers to fix the valley’s water crisis. 

“Although state and federal partners can help, the valley’s future is in the hands of its residents. 

A valley-wide conversation on the changes that lie ahead can help determine how to tackle the 

challenges outlined here and take the next steps for creating a better future. The stakes are high. 

So are the costs of inaction,” the 88-page report concludes.  

Maria Dinzeo contributed to this report. 
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California winter rains used to ward off 

wildfires — but not anymore, new study 

finds  

By Jared Gilmour  

March 04, 2019 02:30 PM, 

Updated March 04, 2019 02:33 PM 

Storms have dumped torrential rains and snow across California this winter, triggering deadly 

floods, mudslides and other catastrophes. But all that water is also banishing drought conditions 

in the state, and bringing scrubby hills to life with vegetation. 

Could those wet conditions signal a reprieve from the recent rash of catastrophic wildfires, too? 

Don’t bank on it, an international team of researchers warned in a study published Monday in the 

Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences. 

Scientists found that wet winter weather, historically a predictor of more modest California fire 

seasons, is no longer linked to less damaging fires. The link between more rain and less fire fell 

apart thanks to modern fire management and accelerating climate change, the study said. 

“Fire not being influenced by moisture anymore? That is surprising,” said study co-author Alan 

Taylor, a Pennsylvania State University geography professor, according to a University of 

Arizona news release. “It’s going to be a problem for people, for firefighters, for society.” 

Intense, catastrophic fires have ravaged just about every part of the state in the last several years, 

including the devastating Camp Fire in Northern California last year, which killed more than 80 

people to become the deadliest in state history, the Sacramento Bee reported. Meanwhile, 

Southern California’s Woolsey Fire burned in the Los Angeles area around the same time, 

reducing to rubble the homes of Miley Cyrus, Neil Young and other celebrities. 

“The last three years may be a harbinger of things to come,” Taylor said in the news release. 

“Between 1600 and 1903 there was not a single case of a high-precipitation year coupled with a 

high-fire year as occurred in 2017.” 

The strength and position of the North Pacific jet stream (winds from the west that control 

California’s winter rainfall) helped predict the risk of wildfires in the Sierra Nevada during the 

following summers as far back as 1600, and as recently as 1904, according to a news release 

from the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration on the findings. 
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But that started changing in the early 20th Century, the study said. 

From 1904 on, there was a weaker link between precipitation from December to February and 

how bad summer fires were, just as federal policies began suppressing wildfires in the West — 

and by 1977, the once-strong connection between winter wetness and less severe fires had 

vanished altogether, researchers said.  

“I didn’t expect there to be no relationship between jet stream dynamics and fire in the 20th 

century,” said study co-author Valerie Trouet, a University of Arizona professor and tree ring 

researcher, according to the university news release. “I expected it to be maybe weaker than 

before, but not to completely disappear.” 

The link between jet stream position and precipitation is still intact, according to researchers. 

“When the jet stream is positioned over California, it’s like a fire hose — it brings storms and 

moisture straight over California,” Trouet said. “What we see post-1900 is that the position of 

the jet stream is still an important driver of moisture to California — it brings moisture to 

California when it’s in the right position — but there’s a disconnect with fire.” 

Trouet specifically pointed to the relatively wet California winter in 2016 and 2017, which was 

nonetheless followed by the deadly Tubbs and Thomas fires, according to the university press 

release. 

“It’s not either climate change or historical fire management — it’s really a combination of the 

two that’s creating a perfect storm for catastrophic fires in California,” Trouet said. 

Researchers wrote in the study that “recent California fires during wet extremes may be early 

evidence” that climate change-driven temperature increases, drier summers and less snowpack 

have already canceled out the link between winter rainfall and less severe fires. 

Researchers said they relied on paleoclimate data and climate model simulations to complete the 

study — including “natural archives of climate and fires stored in tree rings that go back in time 

for centuries,” according to the university news release. 

NOAA, a federal agency, warned in its news release on the study that “if warming continues, as 

is the scientific consensus, then significant wet season rain and snow may not ensure a quiet fire 

season afterward.” 
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California lawmakers target cities’ ability to 

block new housing 

 

Alexei Koseff  

March 5, 2019 Updated: March 5, 2019 4 a.m.  

SACRAMENTO — Build, build, build. 

The spirit of housing construction has imbued the state Capitol with renewed fervor this year as 

Gov. Gavin Newsom and coastal lawmakers push for policies to spur what they say is badly 

needed development to get soaring rents and home prices under control. 

Advocates who work on housing issues in California say the topic is taking center stage like 

never before, with more than 200 bills introduced this session. The most provocative ideas — 

and those likely to cause the fiercest legislative fights — challenge the extent to which cities can 

control what gets built within their boundaries. Several measures would override zoning 

ordinances and remove other obstacles to make it easier to build housing. 

Marina Wiant, vice president of government affairs for the California Housing Consortium, 

which promotes affordable housing development, said the lawmakers behind these bills are 

trying to take advantage of Newsom’s commitment to build 3.5 million homes by 2025. It’s an 

ambitious goal that will require the state to nearly quintuple its current rate of housing 

production. 

“We’ll see what happens to them and how hard they keep sticking their necks out,” Wiant said. 

The conversation has changed dramatically since state Sen. Scott Wiener, D-San Francisco, 

introduced legislation last year to limit cities’ ability to block large apartment and condominium 

complexes near public transit. That bill, which aimed to get more people out of their cars and 

closer to their jobs, faced such stiff opposition that it died in its first committee. 

But it’s back this year with lower height limits and provisions to prevent the displacement of 

low-income residents, changes designed to reduce opposition among progressives. SB50 would 

prohibit cities from restricting housing developments up to 45 feet tall within a half-mile of 

major job centers and transit stops, such as a BART or Caltrain station. Within a quarter-mile, 

projects could be 55 feet tall. 

Louis Mirante, legislative director for California YIMBY, a group that lobbies to build more 

housing, said a “pure local control model” may have worked in the 20th century, but that the 

state cannot allow rules written decades ago to regulate an economy of the future. His 
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organization is sponsoring SB50, which takes an approach to housing production that he said 

will be crucial for keeping up with population growth. 

“We probably won’t be able to meet that goal without some form of preemption of local zoning 

rules,” Mirante said. 

State Senate President Pro Tem Toni Atkins, D-San Diego, appointed Wiener chair of a new 

Senate Housing Committee in December, which advocates said indicated that legislative leaders 

are interested in his mind-set on development. He has emboldened other lawmakers who share 

his belief that building densely around public transit is one path out of California’s housing 

crunch. 

“We are hearing and feeling and seeing it every day in our districts,” said first-term 

Assemblywoman Buffy Wicks, D-Oakland. She is carrying AB725, which would force cities to 

plan more multifamily buildings rather than single-family homes for the wealthiest households. 

Other bills would guarantee approval for apartment and condominium projects for low- and 

middle-income earners in certain communities that have resisted dense development, and remove 

local lot-size requirements for cottages and other secondary units that homeowners build on their 

properties. 

Later this year, lawmakers are expected to consider changes to the fees that local governments 

can charge housing developers to offset the impact their projects have on public services. The 

issue is a priority for home builders, who say exorbitant fees and other mandates that delay 

approval for projects make construction prohibitively expensive in California. 

“We work with local control in the other 49 states,” said Dan Dunmoyer, president and CEO of 

the California Building Industry Association. “To build in any other state is so much faster.” 

Among the boldest measures is SB330 by state Sen. Nancy Skinner, D-Berkeley, which would 

declare that California is experiencing a “housing supply crisis.” It would prohibit cities with 

high rents and low vacancy rates from changing zoning laws to reduce the size of potential 

housing projects, imposing new parking requirements or costly design standards, or capping the 

number of housing units that could be built for the next decade. It would also force local 

governments to approve or reject a project within one year after it’s proposed. 

“The normal way we respond to a crisis is to give a green light to things we are already doing 

that speed them up,” Skinner said. “When we’re in a fire crisis, no one is saying, ‘State, don’t act 

to prevent damage.’” 

Housing bills to limit local control 

Some of the bills introduced in the Legislature to restrict cities’ ability to block or limit housing 

development. 
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SB50 (State Sen. Scott Wiener, D-San Francisco): Would make it easier to build apartment 

buildings and condominiums in cities by eliminating minimum parking requirements and raising 

height restrictions within a half-mile of job centers and public transit stops. 

SB330 (State Sen. Nancy Skinner, D-Berkeley): Would prohibit cities with high rents and low 

vacancy rates from placing moratoriums or other restrictions on housing construction until 2030. 

Would limit the approval process for projects to three public hearings and require that cities 

make a decision within one year. 

AB725 (Assemblywoman Buffy Wicks, D-Oakland): Would impose new restrictions on housing 

for high-income residents that cities and counties must plan for under their state-mandated 

regional housing goals, so that no more than one-fifth can be single-family homes. 

AB1279 (Assemblyman Richard Bloom, D-Santa Monica): Would designate certain 

communities with low-housing density where developers could more easily build apartment and 

condominium complexes for low- and middle-income earners. Would charge a fee on more 

expensive projects in those areas to fund affordable housing. 

AB68 (Assemblyman Phil Ting, D-San Francisco): Would override city ordinances that require a 

minimum lot size for secondary units, such as cottages and basement apartments, or restrict those 

units to less than 800 square feet. 

SB4 (State Sen. Mike McGuire, D-Healdsburg): Would streamline the approval process for small 

multifamily housing projects in cities and counties with unmet housing needs, excluding coastal 

zones, historic districts and areas with high fire risks. Would also ease the development of 

apartment buildings and condominiums up to one story taller than existing height limits within a 

half-mile of transit stations. 

Carolyn Coleman, executive director of the League of California Cities, acknowledged that local 

governments have a responsibility to plan for new housing and approve projects that fit within 

their zoning. But she said there are market forces beyond their control. 

“Once we have done our job, it’s not fair to blame us or to penalize us for the house that didn’t 

get built,” Coleman said. 

She said cities are receptive to the state setting goals for housing production and providing 

funding to help communities reach those goals. But Coleman says she doubts Sacramento can 

come up with policies that provide a “panacea” for different regions of the state. 

“Decisions around land use and planning and accounting for the quality of life in a community, I 

think those decisions rightfully belong at the local level,” Coleman said. “And frankly, I think 

the voters feel the same way.” 

Even some housing advocates worry that nuance might be lost in the onslaught of legislation. 
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Anya Lawler, who lobbies for the Western Center on Law & Poverty, said the Legislature has 

already passed bills in recent years to make housing construction easier and that the state has 

increased pressure on cities to allow building, such as the lawsuit Newsom authorized in January 

against Huntington Beach (Orange County). She said the state needs to give those policies a 

chance to work. 

“Now the pendulum has swung very far in the other direction where we’re blaming local 

governments for everything and using them as a scapegoat,” Lawler said. 

Her organization supports efforts to limit rent increases and build more low-income housing. But 

she warned that overloading cities with aggressive state mandates could frustrate those that are 

trying to do the right thing without targeting those that have been truly obstinate on development. 

“At some point we have to say, ‘OK, here are the rules. Follow them,’” Lawler said. “We’ve 

reached a point where the number of bills out there is insane.” 

Alexei Koseff is a San Francisco Chronicle staff writer. Email: alexei.koseff@sfchronicle.com 

Twitter: @akoseff 
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Popular Science 

Why California’s droughts and floods will 

only get worse 

This is bad news for water storage and flood risk. 

By Ula Chrobak March 5, 2019 at 12:30pm  

 

In 1964, the Oroville Dam in Northern California was hit, in the middle of construction, by a 

major flood. In 2017, the same structure was damaged by severe rainfall, triggering a massive 

evacuation. 

California Department of Water Resources 

The Golden State’s had a harsh winter. Between October 1 and March 3, most California 

weather stations across the state were reporting greater-than-normal amounts of precipitation. 

And the state’s snowpack has grown to be the fifth largest in 40 years, with up to 25 feet of 

powder in some places. 

It’s needed moisture after a six-year-long drought from 2011 to 2017 and last year’s dry winter. 

Snowpack and reservoirs are stocked right now. But persistent rain has flooded many areas, 

including towns along Northern California’s Russian River. In Guerneville, residents paddled 

around after the river swelled to 45 feet high. Rain, floods, and mudslides have also wrecked 

homes and roads in areas across the state. 
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The dramatic shift from dry to wet this winter hints at what’s to come. Scientists predict that 

California’s total precipitation will remain close to constant in the future, but it will fall in a 

shorter window of time, with more of it as rain. The state will also experience greater 

variability—more very wet and more very dry years. These findings highlight the need to 

capture rainfall and improve aging infrastructure. 

Here’s what to expect from California’s wet seasons, now and in the future: 

An already-variable climate 

When it comes to rain and snow, California tends to be all-or-nothing. “We have the most 

variable climate in the continental U.S.,” says Heather Cooley, director of research at the Pacific 

Institute, a water policy think tank. “We have very, very wet years, and we have very, very dry 

years.” 

The timing of California’s precipitation is unique, too. The state has a Mediterranean climate, 

which means wet, mild winters and warm, dry summers. But California uses most of its water in 

the summer, a lot of it to grow irrigated crops. (Much of the United States’ fruit, vegetables and 

nuts are grown in the California’s Central Valley.) To help boster water supplies in summer, 

farms and cities alike rely on water melted from Sierra Nevada snowpack. Californians also store 

surplus water in reservoirs and underground aquifers. 

A lot of the state’s rain and snow falls from atmospheric rivers, “long, ephemeral corridors of 

intense moisture transport” in the sky, says Alexander Gershunov, research meteorologist at the 

University of California, San Diego. Fed by moisture from the ocean, these rivers flow with 

winds, holding their moisture until it’s somehow squeezed out. In California, that happens when 

the atmospheric rivers crash into the Sierra Nevada mountains, raining and snowing across the 

western Sierras and leaving the eastern part of the state relatively dry. 

“We’ve seen a large number of colder [atmospheric rivers]” this winter, says Daniel Swain, 

climate scientist at the University of California, Los Angeles. Atmospheric rivers are usually 

associated with warm storms, but this year California had both warm and cold storms. Swain 

traces these cold storms to the stratospheric polar vortex breakdown, which led to a mass of polar 

air sitting over Canada, occasionally moving south. Additionally, this winter’s polar vortex 

disruption led to a wavy jet stream, a bend of which is located on the West Coast. Because of the 

jet stream’s position, “we’ve had this persistent region that favors increased storminess,” says 

Swain. 

Droughts and floods in the future 

While California’s climate has always been variable, this century’s big swings from wet to dry 

foreshadow an overall shift to an even more dramatic future climate. 

Because the planet’s poles are warming faster than the tropics, the difference in temperature 

between these two climate zones is becoming smaller. This leads to an expanding subtropical, 

https://www.popsci.com/polar-vortex-fractured
https://www.popsci.com/polar-vortex-fractured


arid region. This subtropical zone is pushing into Mediterranean climates, including those in 

Chile, South Africa, Australia, and the Mediterranean Basin, causing total precipitation in these 

places to decrease. 

California is defying this trend—its annual average precipitation is expected to remain about the 

same, according to a study by Gershunov in 2017. But the intensity of rain is expected to 

increase, meaning more will fall in less time. This is thanks to atmospheric rivers. As 

temperatures warm, the atmosphere holds more water. So while California’s overall dry season 

will lengthen, due to expanding subtropics and warming temperatures, its winter atmospheric 

rivers will dump more water than before. 

In a 2018 study, Swain’s team evaluated the number of extreme storms and droughts expected as 

the climate warms, projecting that wet extremes will go up by 100 to 200 percent by the end of 

this century. Extreme dry years, similar to the 2013 to 2014 drought year, will become more 

common by 2050, especially in Southern California. “Precipitation whiplash,” or the immediate 

shift from a drought to flooded winter will go up by about 50 percent. This will eliminate the so-

called “shoulder season” that typically acts as a buffer between weather extremes. When it does 

rain, it’ll be within a shorter window in the winter. “We’re making an already narrow season 

more concentrated, at the expense of the shoulder season,” says Swain. 

These changes could have disastrous consequences. In his study, Swain considered the risk of 

floods like the 1862 Great Flood—which killed thousands of people and formed a 300-mile-long 

inland sea. There’s about a 50-50 chance of another event of the same scale occurring again by 

2060, he found. “It would essentially inundate land that is now home to millions of people,” says 

Swain. 

Opportunities to adapt 

Heavy rains could cause catastrophes if they overwhelm the state’s aging dams. A recent Army 

Corps of Engineers report found that a rare, powerful storm could cause the Whittier Narrows 

Dam, near Los Angeles, to breach, threatening lives in downstream communities. 

Future droughts will also test California’s water reserves. And they’ll be made worse by the fact 

that temperatures will be warmer, drying out landscapes. A single wet winter like the one 

California’s having is not enough to restore the state’s groundwater aquifers, says Pacific 

Institute’s Cooley. Groundwater is key to weathering droughts, when snowpack and surface 

water are less and less available. And much of the water raining down on the Golden State right 

now is funneled straight to the ocean, thanks to paved surfaces and channelized waterways. 

The good news is, there’s a lot that the state can do—or is already doing—to adapt to a wet and 

dry warmer future. “I think there are huge opportunities for us to rethink how we manage water 

and land use,” says Cooley. 

Officials in California are looking to a number of ways to enhance recharge, including 

infiltration basins and directly injecting water into the ground. Requiring industrial and 
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commercial developments to design with permeable surfaces and add features like bioswales can 

help store stormwater, too, says Cooley. 

According to a 2014 Pacific Institute report, Southern California and the San Francisco Bay Area 

could store an extra 420,000 to 630,000 acre-feet of water per year by capturing stormwater, 

close to the amount of water Los Angeles uses annually. 

Swain says the Yolo Bypass, located outside Sacramento, is also a great example of flood 

control. Officials route excess flows from the Sacramento River to this floodplain, where the 

water saturates rice farms and creates wetland habitat. It’s a win for farmers, wildlife, and flood 

prevention. It’s cheaper and less risky than building more dams, too, says Swain. “It certainly 

seems like there may be opportunity to harness one extreme to mitigate the risks of the other.” 

https://pacinst.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/06/ca-water-stormwater.pdf
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The Press 

Department of Water Resources hits pause on 

WaterFix  

• Tony Kukulich 

• Mar 5, 2019 Updated 3 hrs ago  

The real-world implications of Gov. Newsom’s rejection of the twin tunnels project became 

more apparent last week as the Department of Water Resources (DWR) and the U.S. Bureau of 

Reclamation requested and were granted a 60-day stay of hearings with the State Water 

Resources Control Board (SWRCB). 

“We agree that the SWRCB water rights hearing should be stayed while the state determines 

what project it wishes to pursue,” said Osha Meserve, a Sacramento-based environmental 

attorney representing counties, local agencies and environmental groups opposed to WaterFix. 

“We are urging an open and transparent process to assess alternatives to the twin tunnels concept 

rejected by the Governor that could be more readily implemented.” 

During Newsom’s State of the State address on Feb. 12, he stated unequivocally that he did not 

support the twin tunnels, but does support a single tunnel. Newsom’s position created a quandary 

for DWR. The project has, up to this point, been contemplated as a two-tunnel project. Years of 

environmental impact reports, wildlife impact studies and construction permit requests were 

completed based on two tunnels with three intakes — each with a 3,000 cubic feet per second 

capacity — to be constructed on the Sacramento River, south of the city of Sacramento. The size 

of the tunnel, the number of intakes, the capacity of those intakes and their placement are now 

unknown quantities. 

The request to construct the intakes, referred to as a change in point of diversion (CPOD), was 

submitted by DWR and the Bureau of Reclamation to the SWRCB in August 2015. DWR is the 

state agency charged with building and operating WaterFix as part of the State Water Project. 

The Bureau of Reclamation, a federal agency, is involved because the Central Valley Project 

(CVP) is expected to receive water from the WaterFix infrastructure, and CVP is a federally 

administered program. Hearings regarding issuance of the requested permit have been ongoing 

for years and a ruling was initially expected as early as this past December. But December came 

and went with no ruling, and now a stay in the hearings has been requested, ostensibly to allow 

DWR the time to figure out what a single-tunnel project would look like. 

The March 1 letter addressed to Tam Doduc of the SWRCB says, in part, “This request is in light 

of Governor Gavin Newsom’s State of the State address on February 12, 2019, where he 

presented a conceptual proposal supporting a single-tunnel configuration for WaterFix that 

builds on the permit and planning work that has already been completed. The Petitioners (DWR 

and the Bureau of Reclamation) are submitting this request to allow DWR sufficient time to 

assess the effects on WaterFix and the nature and the extent of the effects would have on any 



new permit and planning work, and specifically how this may affect the WaterFix CPOD 

process.” 

DWR provided The Press with a copy of their request, but declined to provide additional 

comment. 

Michael Brodsky, legal council for Save the California Delta Alliance – a Discovery Bay-based 

environmental group that opposes the construction of the tunnels – said he believed SWRCB 

would grant the stay and that it would be only the beginning of DWR’s process to redefine 

WaterFix. 

“In addition to the downsize from two tunnels to one tunnel, the governor also stated that 

conveyance projects should include portfolio elements,” said Brodsky. “Portfolio elements 

include increased water storage facilities, water recycling, water conservation and other 

measures. If the revised project includes those measures and is a one-tunnel project, that would 

be a set of very significant changes. It would not make sense for the water board to move ahead 

to a final decision on the current project, which will never be built. It makes sense to wait until 

the governor fleshes out his plan for the new project and then for the water board to consider that 

new project.” 

For more information on WaterFix, visit: Save the California Delta Alliance - 

https://nodeltagates.com/, California WaterFix - https://californiawaterfix.com/, the Department 

of Water Resources - https://water.ca.gov/, and Restore the Delta - 

https://www.restorethedelta.org/. 
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Director again warns of potential MOFD financial
emergency
By Nick Marnell
Even with the approval of two new labor contracts retroactive to July 1, the Moraga-Orinda Fire District
expects to reverse the general fund budget deficit of $583,000 to a $99,000 surplus for the current fiscal
year, based on a midyear budget adjustment presented to the board at its Feb. 20 district meeting. And
though the resultant increase to the general fund balance raises it to more than $6.3 million, equal to 25
percent of budgeted revenue, director John Jex cautioned that the district was still far short of what it needs
to safely operate.
The district approved new three-year contracts with its chief officers association and with its clerical and
technical employees that run through June 30, 2021. The additional $72,000 expense of those two contracts
was included in the surplus the district recognized for the current year. 
But with the district forecasting losses over the next two years, after having added only $99,000 to its
general fund balance this year, Jex warned that the district may not be able to pay its current obligations
come 2021.
"I hope the committee working on the long range plan recognizes that a plan for the next three years that
shows expenses in excess of revenues is a trip to an eventual declaration of a financial emergency and
reversal of all the financial progress the district has made during the last three years," Jex said. "This will
eventually force the district to cut services in addition to relying on an unreliable source of borrowed funds
to finance current operations."
Jex was speaking of the district reliance on the Contra Costa County Teeter Plan, which advances the district
its total property tax entitlement in July, whether collected or not. The advance to MOFD is repaid as the
county collects the outstanding taxes, penalties and interest, per Bob Campbell, county auditor-controller.
In effect, the county takes on the tax collection risk in exchange for the penalties and interest. "If the
county somehow changed that, we'd have no money to pay the bills come July and August," said Jex, who
maintained that having a general fund balance of 50 percent of revenue - equal to six months of operating
expenses - is the only way to avoid such a catastrophe. 
Neighboring fire districts project various general fund balance percentages of revenue for the current year
ending June 30. San Ramon Valley Fire reports 91 percent; East Contra Costa Fire, 70 percent; Kensington,
66 percent; Rodeo-Hercules, 2 percent. The general fund balance of the Contra Costa County Fire Protection
District sat at 33 percent of revenue for the prior fiscal year.
Jex was the only director who did not approve the district midyear budget adjustments. The long-range
financial plan that he spoke of, which is still in the works, is expected to be made public this spring, likely at
a district financial workshop.

Reach the reporter at: nick@lamorindaweekly.com
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East Bay Times 

Off-duty East Bay cop makes citizens arrest 

of public official he claims assaulted him  

The tiny town of Kensington has long been riled over 

whether it should keep its own police department or contract 

with another force for patrols 

 
CREDIT: CHRIS TREADWAY The long, on-going debate on the future of the Kensington Police Department 

boiled over in an argument between the police district manager and a cop. The cop alleges he was assaulted.  

 

By Thomas Peele | tpeele@bayareanewsgroup.com and David DeBolt | 

ddebolt@bayareanewsgroup.com | Bay Area News Group 

PUBLISHED: March 6, 2019 at 7:24 pm | UPDATED: March 7, 2019 at 1:39 pm 

KENSINGTON — In a new twist for this affluent town known for its political infighting, the 

manager of the local police district was arrested on suspicion of assaulting one of his own cops 

during a heated argument involving the future of the department. 

The manager, Tony Constantouros, 70, allegedly bumped or poked Officer Ted Foley, who was 

off duty and not in uniform, during a meeting Saturday morning where a consultant was making 

a public presentation about the department. Foley made a citizen’s arrest of Constantouros, said 

Eileen Nottoli, president of the Kensington Police Protection and Community Services District 

Board. The case is being reviewed by the Contra Costa County District Attorney’s Office, a 

spokesman there said late Wednesday. 

Foley did not respond to an email seeking comment. Constantouros denied the allegations when 

reached Wednesday night, calling them “trumped up.” 
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“I plan to ask for a full investigation,” Nottoli said in a phone interview. 

It all started during a presentation by the Matrix Consulting Group of Mountain View, which is 

studying whether the police department should be disbanded in favor of contracting out for 

police services. At one point Foley yelled at the consultant, Nottoli said, and Foley and 

Constantouros were soon arguing. 

Constantouros said he confronted Foley after the officer made “deceptive” comments during a 

Q&A with consultants. He denied any assault took place against Foley or “anyone in my life.” 

Constantouros accused the officer of retaliating against him by serving a citation after the 

meeting. Foley acted alone, Constantouros said. 

“These are trumped up charges. He made a false statement and he fabricated a story to get back 

at me,” Constantouros said. “I don’t take misuse of police power lightly.” 

He continued, “I really think highly of police services and I have deepest respect for all officers.” 

But, he said, “I do not like intimidation and falsehoods. The way he treated me is just 

inexcusable.” 

A Matrix study done last year found officers respond to four calls per day on average, mostly 

quality of life or minor crimes, and recommended officers be more proactive during their 

downtime. Matrix consultants have held several town meetings over the past two years. 

Kensington has long fought over its police. Board members even sued residents over a public 

records request for documents about the department. After this news organization reported in 

2015 that Sgt. Keith Barrow’s gun and badge were stolen by a Reno prostitute after they had sex 

in a hotel, and the sex worker’s pimp accidentally shot himself with the weapon, former Police 

Chief Greg Harmon was forced out of his job amidst a public outcry. 

Several months later, former Board Member Vanessa Cordova, who voted for Harmon’s ouster, 

was pulled over by Barrow and another officer who she said harassed and intimidated her, which 

the officers denied. 

Last month, records released in response to Senate Bill 1421, the state’s new police transparency 

law, showed cops used a confidential law enforcement database to look up information on 

Cordova. That disclosure sharply contradicted statements by Harmon’s successor, former Chief 

Kevin Hart, who had claimed in 2016 that he’d found only a minor infraction of the use of the 

database involving Cordova’s records. 

Nottoli has also called for an investigation into possible misuse of the database, which can be 

charged as a felony under state law. 

Staff writer Nate Gartrell contributed to this story. 

https://www.mercurynews.com/2015/02/07/east-bay-cop-whose-gun-was-stolen-by-a-prostitute-still-working-2/
https://www.mercurynews.com/2015/02/07/east-bay-cop-whose-gun-was-stolen-by-a-prostitute-still-working-2/
https://www.mercurynews.com/2019/02/20/kensington-new-records-show-cops-used-confidential-database-to-gather-personal-information-on-police-board-candidate/
https://www.mercurynews.com/2019/02/20/kensington-new-records-show-cops-used-confidential-database-to-gather-personal-information-on-police-board-candidate/
https://www.mercurynews.com/2016/08/05/kensington-report-shows-officer-improperly-accessed-directors-records-but-did-not-harass-her/
https://www.mercurynews.com/2016/08/05/kensington-report-shows-officer-improperly-accessed-directors-records-but-did-not-harass-her/


Redlands Daily Facts 

Mentone residents sue Redlands over forced 

annexations, ‘excessive’ fees  

There are also complaints about a 1959 land acquisition by 

the city, and about a lack of environmental oversight for 

Mentone development. 

 
Tom’s Burgers owners and the Mentone Chamber of Commerce hold a protest in front of a potential Tom’s Burgers 

in Mentone. The building is built, but sits vacant as the owners refuse to pay $89,000 for a water meter to the city of 

Redlands (which provides water and sewer to parts of the unincorporated community). Saturday, August 25, 2018. 

(Photo by Frank Perez, Contributing Photographer)  

 

By Jennifer Iyer | jiyer@scng.com | Redlands Daily Facts 

PUBLISHED: March 7, 2019 at 4:14 pm | UPDATED: March 8, 2019 at 11:38 am 

Some Mentone residents have been saying for years that Redlands hasn’t been acting very 

neighborly, and now they have a lawsuit that makes complaints official. 

A group of residents of several nearby unincorporated communities have filed a lawsuit saying 

their bigger, wealthier neighbor to the west is forcing them to sign agreements regarding 

annexation, and charging “excessive” fees for water and sewer hookups. There are also 

complaints about a 1959 land acquisition by the city, and about a lack of environmental oversight 

for Mentone development. 
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Mentone landowner Raul Madrid called the city’s practices “civil extortion” and government 

overreach when he spoke before the Redlands City Council on Tuesday, March 5. 

 
Colored portions are within Redlands city limits. A lawsuit by residents of neighboring unincorporated Mentone, 

white and gray right of center, is demanding Redlands prove it legally annexed “The Strip” north of Mentone on the 

right side of the map. (Courtesy of city of Redlands)  

“Redlands’ assessment of these unlawful fees exist today because nobody has challenged them 

and you leave us no choice but to sue you,” he said before handing a copy of the suit to the city 

clerk. 

The city did not answer questions about the lawsuit and what fees it charges for hookups in 

Mentone. Similar questions to co-defendant San Bernardino County Local Agency Formation 

Commission also went unanswered. 

Redlands’ city attorney, Daniel McHugh, said the next step is for the council to discuss the 

charges in a closed session meeting. 

The suit comes from C.O.M.E.T., which stands for either Community or Citizens of Mentone 

Empowered Together, depending on who you talk to. The group is the nonprofit arm of the 

Mentone Chamber of Commerce, according to board Vice President Gabe de la Rosa, and has 

about 100 to 150 members. 

The suit asks the court to: 

• Stop Redlands from requiring pre-annexation or annexation agreements in exchange for 

water and sewer service, and to stop enforcement of prior agreements 



• Order Redlands to charge only the actual costs for the services it provides 

• Require that Redlands and LAFCO only approve projects with a valid Environmental 

Impact Report 

• Require Redlands to prove it had the authority in 1959 to annex a strip of land in northern 

Mentone; and if it is found there was no authority, to restore the property to Mentone 

• Order LAFCO to detach Mentone from Redlands’ sphere of influence 

Mentone became dependent on the city utility for water and sewer services after the utility 

purchased all of the smaller water companies in the area. The only other way to get water and 

sewer service in town is via well and septic systems, de la Rosa has said. 

Redlands’ Measure U, which was passed by voters in the city in 1997, requires all development 

within its sphere of influence to conform to the city’s development standards. It also requires that 

“no extension of City-provided utility services to areas outside the city limits occur until such 

areas are properly annexed to the City.” The exception is when owners of noncontiguous 

property sign a pre-annexation agreement, promising not to protest if and when the city decides 

to annex the property, and pay fees “which would be applicable to the property if it were within 

the City limits.” 

At a council meeting on Feb. 19 when one of the pre-annexation agreements came up, city 

attorney McHugh said the measure “ensured that if we were going to send water and sewer 

service that way that the developments were consistent with our general plan zoning.” 

He also said that, without that kind of agreement, “they’d in essence be getting a freer ride based 

upon what the taxpayers presently pay for city services. It was a way of balancing out those 

properties that come in underneath an annexation agreement.” 

Madrid, the property owner, calls this “double dipping,” as Mentone residents also have to pay 

San Bernardino County fees for services such as police, fire and libraries. 

Redlands demands payment, but “does not provide said services, which are actually provided by 

San Bernardino County,” the suit reads. The extra fees, the suit claims, are passed along to future 

homeowners, raising the cost of housing. 

The fees also impede commercial and other development in the town of less than 10,000 

residents, the suit says. 

As for the prospects of full annexation, Redlands Mayor Paul Foster said at the Feb. 19 meeting 

that it wasn’t likely. 

“The city of Redlands has no interest in annexing Mentone now, or any time that I can foresee in 

the future,” Foster said. “This is only being done because of the vote taken by the will of the 

people 25 to 30 years ago.” 

That measure could be updated in a vote by city residents in November, but proposed changes 

would apply only to areas along an upcoming rail line within the city limits. 
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Council unanimously hires Figueroa as new 

city manager 

Donna Beth Weilenman | March 10, 2019 | 0 Comments  

Facebook 

 

MARTINEZ, Calif. – Eric Figueroa received unanimous support from Martinez City Council 

and will become its new city Manager April 22. 

The vote came during Wednesday’s Council meeting, which Figueroa attended. 

Figueroa, has been San Ramon’s assistant city manager since 2014, and was chosen from 35 

candidates considered in a nationwide search by consultants Avery and Associates. 

During his years in San Ramon, Figueroa helped manage a $73 million operating budget and 250 

employees, and has been active in establishing and achieving that city’s major economic, 

environmental, parks, business development and tourism goals, an announcement from the city 

of Martinez said. 

Figueroa also has spent eight years as the League of California Cities’ public affairs manager, 

building coalitions with governmental officials and community leaders from 33 East Bay cities, 

including Martinez. 

He and his wife of 24 years, Joanna, live in San Leandro. The couple has three children. The 

family enjoys nature, recreation and historic downtowns, according to the city’s announcement 

His base salary will be $234,000 plus benefits and retirement, accrued leave time and other 

compensations. 

Figueroa called his selection “an honor and a privilege,” adding he was “overjoyed to be here.” 
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He said he first gained appreciation of Martinez while he was in college, when he visited the city 

to attend an antique and craft festival. He found himself admiring Martinez’s architecture as well 

as the city’s downtown area. 

Figueroa said he is hoping to spend years as Martinez’s city manager, working with both the 

Council and city employees. “I’m poised to enjoy a great run” in a city he said has the best the 

Bay Area has to offer. 

In other matters, the Council unanimously accepted staff recommendations for midyear 

adjustments to the city’s current budget. 

Finance Director David Glasser said the city’s General Fund revenues are higher than anticipated 

when the budget was adopted last year. 

He described the General Fund as the city’s checkbook account, because it is the operating fund. 

Property taxes are expected to be $112,000 higher than anticipated, even though revenue 

estimates already had predicted a 5.25 percent increase, he said. 

Local sales taxes are expected to be $850,000 higher, too, he said. Measure X money, approved 

by voters in the November, 2018, general election, is a general half-cent sales tax that was 

proposed to keep city services at the same level despite rising costs. 

The estimated increase is based on similar results for the Measure D road-repair half-cent sales 

tax approved in 2016, although unlike with Measure X, Measure D’s revenues do not go into the 

General Fund. 

But Measure X money will, once it becomes effective April 1, Glasser said. California will begin 

collecting the tax on the city’s behalf, and deliver estimated revenues to Martinez. Eventually the 

state will give the city a “true-up” statement that will be a more accurate number. 

Meanwhile, Martinez and other California cities are watching as the state deals with a computer 

programming glitch that is impacting how it collects sales tax. 

Before he left office, then-Governor Jerry Brown changed the agency that collects sales tax, from 

the Board of Equalization to the new California Department of Tax and Fee Administration, 

Glasser said. 

While the change makes sense overall, he said, the new office has experienced software 

problems that has been rejecting sales tax returns, including that of one of Martinez’s larger 

source of such revenue, Walmart. 

The revenue-collecting office is attempting to correct the glitch, he said. 

Among the revenues Martinez is collecting for the first time is $900 in cannabis tax, the city’s 

share of county revenues, he said. 



Martinez’s revenues may be up by a total of $932,000, but the Council also was asked to 

acknowledge an additional $1,038,224 in expenditures. 

Much of this involves changes in the city’s Social Security’s payments related to the dissolution 

of the Pleasant Hill-Martinez Joint Facilities Agreement that resulted in lengthy negotiations 

about workers that were declared city employees rather than those of the two-city alliance. 

While those employees will be credited for Social Security benefits for the entire time they were 

counted as working for the agreement, the city is being held accountable for three years of Social 

Security payments, and has taken out a loan to settle those payments. 

Those payments impact the budgets of multiple city departments. 

The city also will be paying more for maintenance of its camera and license reader equipment 

and server storage and must cover field maintenance that was expected to be underwritten by 

rental fees paid by the owner of the Martinez Clippers, Paulette Carpoff, who with her husband, 

Jeff, and their companies have declared bankruptcy after an FBI raid and investigation left their 

bank accounts and assets frozen or confiscated. 

Other additional expense come from salary increases; software needed for accounting related to 

budget preparation; the need to comply with new state mandates for street signage and striping; 

vandalism repair especially at Martinez Waterfront Park; additional foul ball netting at 

Waterfront, Hidden Lakes and Mountain View park ballfields; the installation of a computer 

maintenance management system at Corporation Yard and the water treatment plant; and the 

inclusion of a $10,000 machinery shop expenditure that inadvertently was left out of the past 

budget cycle. 

Another expenditure approved with the rest of the adjustments is $4,000 for celebrations of 

Martinez elementary schools’ pupils and their accomplishments in the area of recycling and 

conservation. 

Another change that would impact California is a change in the rules for online sales taxing. 

Slated to become effective April 1, the change is part of Gov. Gavin Newsom’s proposed budget 

and would assure that online sales would produce sales tax revenues. 

A question remains at what threshold would trigger the tax, although one version requires 

retailers to collect and submit sales tax if they had $100,000 in sales or 200 transactions in 

California during the previous year. 

However, some in the State Legislature have wanted to protect smaller companies and set the 

threshold at $500,000 in sales the previous 12 months. 

Other states are dealing with the situation, too, from the South Dakota vs. Wayfair court case that 

dealt with a state’s ability tax remote sales to Georgia’s requirement that those selling to its 

residents must register with the state and South Carolina ongoing negotiations with Amazon 

about sales tax collection. 
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Cities will lose gas tax money if they don’t 

meet housing goals under Gavin Newsom’s 

plan  

By Sophia Bollag  

March 11, 2019 01:23 PM, 

The moment Gavin Newsom put California cities on alert over housing compliance 

In his State of the State address, California Gov. Gavin Newsom acknowledged the state's 

housing problem. While he doesn’t intend to sue all of the cities for their failures to meet their 

housing obligations, he vowed to hold them all accountable.  

California cities that aren’t making plans to build affordable housing could lose money for roads 

starting in 2023, if Gov. Gavin Newsom gets his way. 

Newsom first announced his intention to link housing goals to road repair money in his January 

budget proposal. On Monday, the Democratic governor released details about how his plan 

would redirect funds generated by the state’s recently increased gas tax, sometimes called SB1 

money after the 2017 law that increased fuel taxes. 

He also described how he wants to spend $1.75 billion to entice communities to build more and 

set a timeline to accelerate the state’s construction goals. 

“Our state’s affordability crisis is undermining the California Dream and the foundations of our 

economic well-being,” Newsom said in a written statement. “Families should be able to live near 

where they work. They shouldn’t live in constant fear of eviction or spend their whole paycheck 

to keep a roof overhead.” 

Newsom’s announcement comes as he works with lawmakers to negotiate a budget deal. They 

face a June deadline to pass a budget for the upcoming fiscal year. 

Several Democratic lawmakers have criticized the idea of linking gas tax funds to housing.  

Assemblywoman Cecilia Aguiar-Curry called it “disturbing” during a legislative hearing on the 

governor’s plan last month.  

“Using SB1 funding is not something that I think should be on the table,” the Winters Democrat 

said.  
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Assemblyman Jim Cooper said he agreed with Aguiar-Curry and alluded to the campaign 

Democrats ran last year to keep the gas tax in place as Republicans worked to repeal it through a 

ballot initiative.  

“There were comments made to the voters and promises made and that was a very heavy lift last 

year,” Cooper, an Elk Grove Democrat, said. “I think the voters do have a certain expectation 

that those funds be used for what’s promised, and now to change that mid-stream, that’s going to 

rub a lot of folks wrong.”  

Former Gov. Jerry Brown advocated for the gas tax, which aimed to raise about $52 billion for 

transportation projects over 10 years. Half of the money goes to state projects, and half is 

intended to be managed by cities and counties. 

Newsom has acknowledged his plan is controversial. It’s one of his efforts to put more pressure 

on cities and counties to build more to ease the state’s housing shortage. 

He sued Huntington Beach in January, arguing the Orange County city isn’t allowing enough 

housing for low-income people. He’s threatened to also sue other cities that fail to meet their 

targets. 

Newsom’s proposal would direct the California Housing and Community Development to set 

new, more ambitious housing goals, moving up the timeline for communities to meet short-term 

housing targets from three years to two.  

Newsom’s budget proposal sets aside $250 million to help cities and counties develop plans to 

reach those goals. Starting in 2021, cities that hit their targets will be eligible for another $500 

million in incentive grants.  

Newsom’s plan also includes half a billion dollars to increase the state tax credit for affordable 

housing projects, including up to $200 million for “moderate-income” housing. It would also 

expand a loan program for mixed-income developments by $500 million.  
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KQED 

Forget YIMBY vs. NIMBY. Could PHIMBYs 

Solve the Housing Crisis? 

Jessica Placzek 

Mar 11, 2019 

The housing crisis has given rise to acronyms that define the battle over new developments: "Yes 

in My Backyard" (YIMBYs) vs. “Not In My Backyard" (NIMBYs). And now there's a new 

acronym: PHIMBY, as in "Public Housing in My Backyard." 

“Some of my comrades down in the L.A. chapter of DSA (Democratic Socialists of America) 

came up with PHIMBY when we were writing a response to Senate Bill 827,” says Shanti Singh, 

co-chair of the San Francisco chapter of the DSA. 

The bill, proposed last year by state Sen. Scott Weiner, D-San Francisco, would have allowed for 

much more densely built housing near transit hubs. It was supported by the YIMBY movement, 

which began in San Francisco and encourages new housing development as one way to solve the 

housing shortage in the Bay Area. 

DSA members worried the bill could speed up gentrification in neighborhoods and didn’t 

consider low-income residents and communities of color that are most at risk of being pushed 

out. Instead, they proposed an alternative and gave a new name to an old concept, PHIMBY. 

“PHIMBYism calls for renewed investment in public and municipal housing and other 

mechanisms that aren’t market determined,” Singh said. 

Sponsored 

Singh wants to see housing solutions that will support low-income communities and people of 

color who are most affected by the housing crisis. This includes better public housing and more 

of it, as well as strengthening tenant protections and rent control. 

In San Francisco, building both affordable and luxury housing units costs hundreds of thousands 

of dollars. Singh says when developers are profit-driven, there is little incentive to create 

affordable units. 

Furthermore, market-rate housing can take years to depreciate enough to become affordable to 

low-income residents. One study found that it’s far more effective to build subsidized rental 

homes. 
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However, there simply isn’t enough affordable housing to meet demand. In 2017, more than 

85,000 households applied for 1,210 units of affordable housing in a lottery through the Mayor's 

Office of Housing and Community Development in San Francisco. 

“[PHIMBYism] is the most direct way to build housing and preserve housing that people 

actually need to survive and thrive," says Singh. "We’re not waiting for the market or to be shut 

out by exclusionary people." 

What Does Public Housing Mean Today? 

According to the federal Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), public 

housing is managed and run by municipal housing agencies and funded mainly through the 

federal government. There are some 3,300 housing agencies in the United States, and about 1.2 

million households living in public units. 

That said, public housing has gotten a pretty bad reputation. For most people, public housing 

conjures images from the '80s and '90s of neglected high-rise projects with broken elevators and 

flickering lights in neighborhoods that suffered from disinvestment. 

“There's been a shift in how we think about revitalization of public housing," says Tomiquia 

Moss, who worked in the mayor's office in both San Francisco and Oakland and has headed 

various housing programs. She is now is the CEO of Hamilton Families, which houses the 

homeless. 

"We want to have a much more integrated community where residents thrive in their 

neighborhoods, where they have access to opportunity, where there's jobs and resources and 

public parks," she says. 

For decades, the federal government has made budget cuts to HUD and public housing programs. 

“Local jurisdictions have been responsible for taking up the slack of growing income and wealth 

inequalities in their communities and figuring out how to provide more housing for the people 

who live in these communities,” says Moss. 

In 2005, officials found that San Francisco’s Housing Authority needed to spend at least $267 

million to repair and renovate its housing stock. However, HUD was allocating only $16 million 

to the city for those repairs and renovations. To address the problem, the city turned to public-

private partnerships. 

The city's public housing was brought under two big programs, HOPE SF and Rental Assistance 

Demonstration (RAD). HOPE SF replaces distressed public housing with mixed-income 

communities, and RAD renovated old public housing projects and handed them over to nonprofit 

management. 

“The public-private partnerships have become more of a tool for how [mayors and civic leaders] 

address the housing crisis,” says Moss. 
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While Singh says that partnerships between cities and nonprofits could be considered PHIMBY, 

she’d rather see community-oriented and municipally-run public housing. 

The PHIMBY Dream 

Vienna could be seen as a paragon of PHIMBYism. 

The Austrian city allows people making almost twice the average annual income to live in social 

housing. The housing is desirable and is sought after by sports stars, high-ranking politicians and 

low-income earners. That said, in 2015 alone, the city spent 600 million euros on social housing. 

“Vienna has mixed-income social housing to the point where rich and poor are living under the 

same roof," says Singh. "While that might sound like a fantasy, when you create universal social 

programs that people are universally invested in, like Social Security and Medicare, those tend to 

be strong programs that are hard to cut and hard to marginalize low-income people." 

More locally, Singh would love to see a PHIMBY project at the 16th Street Mission BART 

Station. However, it’s currently the site of a contentious housing project by Maximus Real Estate 

Partners. 

The development has been in the planning phase for about six years due to fierce opposition 

from the community coalition Plaza 16, which has dubbed the Maximus project “The Monster in 

the Mission.” 

Plaza 16 demands that the site be turned into 100 percent affordable housing under a plan they 

call “The Marvel in the Mission.” 

At a San Francisco Planning Commission hearing on Feb. 7, Maximus unveiled new plans to 

build about 330 units of mostly market-rate housing above the BART station. To fulfill 

affordable housing requirements, Plaza 16 suggested a land dedication where Maximus would 

purchase two other properties in the Mission that would be handed over to the city to turn into 

affordable housing developments. 

During the hearing, a representative for Maximus called the Plaza 16 plans a fantasy, saying “the 

land is not for sale.” 

While the plans for the Marvel in the Mission look like a PHIMBY dream, neighborhood 

organizers say their main goal is for this development to offer affordable housing for people 

making 30 percent of the area median income. 

"As a working-class person of color who's grown up in San Francisco, our communities have 

been advocating for affordable housing for years," says Chirag Bhakta, a Plaza 16 organizer. 

“We’re glad people are listening, but we also don’t want to be co-opted.” 

Singh agrees that this is just a new name for an old concept. However, PHIMBY could be a new 

way to see beyond the dialectic of NIMBY and YIMBY, and get people to consider alternative 

ways to solve the housing crisis beyond private development motivated by profit. 
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Associated Press 

California water agencies fight over 

multistate drought plan 

March 12, 2019 by Felicia Fonseca And Jonathan J. Cooper  

A major Southern California water agency is trying to push the state through a final hurdle in 

joining a larger plan to preserve a key river in the U.S. West that serves 40 million people.  

Most of the seven states that get water from the Colorado River have signed off on plans to keep 

the waterway from crashing amid a prolonged drought, climate change and increased demands. 

But California and Arizona have not, missing deadlines from the federal government. 

Arizona has some work to do but nothing major holding it back. California, however, has two 

powerful water agencies fighting over how to get the drought contingency plan approved before 

U.S. officials possibly impose their own rules for water going to California, Arizona and Nevada. 

The Metropolitan Water District is positioning itself to shoulder California's entire water 

contribution, with its board voting Tuesday on a proposal to essentially write out of the drought 

plan another agency that gets more Colorado River water than anyone else. 

That agency, the Imperial Irrigation District, has said it won't approve the plan unless the federal 

government agrees to commit $200 million to address the Salton Sea, a massive, briny lake 

southeast of Los Angeles that has become an environmental and health hazard in the Imperial 

and Coachella valleys. 

The Metropolitan Water District would have to provide what could be nearly 2 million acre-feet 

of water between 2020 and 2026. An acre-foot serves about one to two average households a 

year. 

That water would be stored behind Lake Mead on the Arizona-Nevada line to keep the key 

reservoir from dropping to drastically low levels. Water is delivered through Lake Mead to 

Arizona, California and Nevada. 

"The more we delay, the harder it is to hold that deal together," Metropolitan general manager 

Jeff Kightlinger said. 

California isn't required to contribute water under the drought plan unless Lake Mead drops to 

1,045 feet (319 meters), which might not ever happen. But if it does, the Imperial Irrigation 

District said the public would likely demand that it contribute as the agency with the largest and 

oldest rights to Colorado River water. 
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"The way to arrive at a resilient and durable drought contingency plan is for the parties to work 

through the Salton Sea issue, not around it," Imperial general manager Henry Martinez told a 

Metropolitan Water District committee Monday. "Our two agencies have shown that we can do 

good things for the river and each other when we take the long view, and that capacity to see past 

the moment is what's urgently needed now." 

The U.S. Bureau of Reclamation has given governors or their representatives in the seven states 

until March 19 to recommend the next steps after California and Arizona failed to meet its 

deadlines. 

Arizona, Colorado, Nevada, New Mexico, Utah and Wyoming wrote to the Colorado River 

Board of California over the weekend, urging California to unite with them in seeking 

authorization from Congress for the drought plans. Without it, the states won't be able to 

implement the plans, Mexico won't contribute water and the federal government will step in and 

decide what to do, the states said. 

The states and the Bureau of Reclamation said they support Imperial's call for federal funding for 

the Salton Sea. 

Imperial can work on its own timeline for the salty lake because the drought plan isn't expected 

to negatively affect it, Reclamation Commissioner Brenda Burman said. The irrigation district 

can sign on now or join in the future, she said.  
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President signs Garamendi Delta bill into law 

as part of conservation act  

By Nick Sestanovich | nsestanovich@thereporter.com |  

PUBLISHED: March 13, 2019 at 5:24 am | UPDATED: March 13, 2019 at 5:25 am 

After more than a decade in the making, the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta National Heritage 

Area Act by Rep. John Garamendi, D-Solano, was signed into law by President Donald Trump 

as part of the John D. Dingell, Jr. Conservation, Management, and Recreation Act. 

The National Heritage Area Act will provide $10 million for community-based efforts to 

conserve the Delta’s cultural heritage and historical landmarks. Garamendi, who served as 

deputy secretary to the U.S. Department of the Interior under Bill Clinton, reintroduced the act in 

January. Sen. Dianne Feinstein, D-California, has sponsored a Senate companion bill since 2010. 

“The National Heritage Area designation will provide crucial support for the Delta, which I have 

called home for over 40 years,” Garamendi said in a statement. “We must safeguard this iconic 

working landscape and the most productive watershed in the western United States, and I am 

pleased that my legislation has been signed into law to make that possible. I thank my colleagues 

in the House for their strong support, and Senator Feinstein for championing the bill in the 

Senate.” 

A National Heritage Area is designated by the U.S. to encourage historic preservation of the 

area. Under Garamendi’s legislation, the Delta is the first National Heritage Area in California’s 

history. The designation approves $10 million in federal grant funding over 15 years to provide 

matching grants to local governments, historical societies and community nonprofit 

organizations in the Delta area. The funding would support environmental conservation projects 

under a locally developed management plan coordinated by California’s Delta Protection 

Commission. 

The grant program will be administered by the National Park Service, which has said the 

designation will not affect individual property rights or limit local land use decisions, water 

rights, landownership, or hunting and fishing within the designated area. 

Garamendi’s cosponsors of the bill include Reps. Jerry McNerney, D-Stockton; Mark 

DeSaulnier, D-Walnut Creek; Mike Thompson, D-Napa; and Doris Matsui, D-Sacramento. 

The bill was incorporated as part of the John D. Dingell, Jr. Conservation, Management, and 

Recreation Act , which sets forth provisions for programs, projects, activities and studies for the 

management and conservation of natural resources on federal lands. It is named after Dingell, a 

former Democratic congressman from Michigan who died Feb. 7. He was the longest serving 

congressional representative in America’s history, having served from 1955 to 2015. 
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Los Angeles Times 

California is drought-free for the first time in 

nearly a decade 

By Alejandra Reyes-Velarde  

Mar 14, 2019 | 11:25 AM  

 
Pedestrians cross First Street in Boyle Heights as rain clouds partially obscure the downtown L.A. skyline on March 6. 

(Luis Sinco / Los Angeles Times) 

It’s official: California is 100% drought-free. 

For the first time since 2011, the state shows no areas suffering from prolonged drought and 

illustrates almost entirely normal conditions, according to a map released Thursday by the U.S. 

Drought Monitor. 

Former Gov. Jerry Brown issued an executive order in 2017 that lifted the drought emergency in 

most of the state, leaving some breathing a sigh of relief. But he cautioned Californians to keep 

saving water as some parts of the state were still suffering from extreme drought. 

Now, two years later, that deficit seems to have been erased, thanks to an exceptionally wet winter. 

“The reservoirs are full, lakes are full, the streams are flowing, there’s tons of snow,” said Jessica 

Blunden, a climate scientist with the National Climatic Data Center at the National Oceanic and 

Atmospheric Administration. “All the drought is officially gone.” 

https://www.latimes.com/la-bio-alejandra-reyes-velarde-staff.html#nt=byline
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The Drought Monitor, which collects data from scientists from the National Drought Mitigation 

Center, the U.S. Department of Agriculture and dozens of weather agencies, last showed a drought 

map that was clear in December 2011. 

 
Shaffer Grubb / Los Angeles Times  

In updating the map, scientists consult with hydrologists, water managers, meteorologists and other 

experts to determine the amount of water in the state’s reservoirs, the snowpack level and other key 

measurements. With the wet winter streak going strong, their reports have been good. 

In January, storms filled up many of the state’s water reserves almost to capacity and added about 

580 billion gallons of water to reservoirs across the state. That month, the snowpack in the Sierra 

Nevada, a major source of California’s water supply, doubled — and then doubled again in February. 

“California has been getting a tremendous amount of rain, storms and snow,” Blunden said. “It’s just 

been extremely wet and it’s been so wet … that we’ve been able to alleviate drought across the 

state.” 

A year ago, just 11% of the state was experiencing normal conditions while 88.9% of the state was 

“abnormally dry,” according to the drought report. Some parts of Los Angeles and Ventura counties 

were still colored dark red, meaning they were experiencing “extreme drought.” 

Even last week, a small portion of Northern California was labeled as having “moderate drought” 

conditions. But as of Thursday, 93% of the state was experiencing normal conditions and none of it 

was in drought, Blunden said. 

Small portions in the far northern and southern parts of the state were still marked as “abnormally 

dry,” but elsewhere, the map registered no drought conditions at all. In San Diego County, reservoirs 

were only 65% full, which contributed to the dry conditions in that area, Blunden said. 

https://www.latimes.com/local/lanow/la-me-g-california-drought-map-htmlstory.html
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And conditions are expected to return to normal next week in Northern California, she said. With 

another storm expected within a week in San Diego, that area also would likely come out of its dry 

spell entirely. 

After a cold winter in Southern California, the Santa Ana winds are returning, while a high pressure 

system will help raise the temperatures, said Jimmy Taeger, a meteorologist with the National 

Weather Service. 

The winter chill set records in downtown Los Angeles, which recorded its coldest February in nearly 

60 years. There had never been a February since July 1877, when record-keeping began in downtown 

L.A., that the temperature failed to reach the 70-degree mark. 

In contrast, the highs for this weekend in the Los Angeles area are expected to hit 78. In San Diego, 

the mercury could reach 75 degrees Sunday for the first time since late January. 

The warm weather is rolling into the region on strong winds. In Los Angeles, the weather service 

issued a wind advisory Thursday morning, noting that winds between 15 and 25 mph would roll 

through, with gusts up to 40 mph from Malibu to the Hollywood Hills. 

Temperatures might be creeping up, but as for the rain, Taeger said “we’re not completely over with 

it yet.” 

Offshore winds will subside, bringing a 40% chance of a storm coming through San Diego over 

Wednesday and Thursday. Next weekend will bring more warm temperatures, but another storm 

could materialize toward the end of March, forecasters said. 

The rainy trend has extended across the United States, making for vast improvements in drought 

conditions, especially in the Western part of the country. Colorado, New Mexico and Wyoming, for 

example, have made significant progress, though much of those states are still classified as 

abnormally dry and are still experiencing drought conditions, Blunden said. 

But storms are raging in some areas. A blizzard is moving over Colorado and Arizona, and New 

Mexico on Wednesday had heavy thunderstorms, which could significantly alleviate drought 

conditions in the next few weeks. 

Californians have a lot to be happy about, she said, but Blunden warned that could change. 

“Dry conditions can easily creep back in,” she said. “That's why we adjust the map every week. The 

conditions change — and they can change fast sometimes.” 

Brown’s declaration was made after record rainfall in 2017. Then, in 2018, the state broke more 

records following an extremely dry winter. 

“We did see such major drought for five years,” Blunden said. “All of these storms came along and 

alleviated the drought. Everybody thought we were out of the woods, but then it came right back. 

“I think drought conditions can sneak up on you very quickly. It is good to be cautious and always 

think about conserving water.” 
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Pacific Standard 

California's Drought Is Over. What Will That 

Mean for Water Use? 

California's water conservation has seen ups and downs in recent years. Here's what the data 

shows. 

Emily Moon 

Mar 15, 2019 

For the first time in eight years, California is drought-free. According to the United States 

Drought Monitor, which uses data from National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, parts 

of the most northern and southern counties are still "abnormally dry," but the state has no 

drought conditions to show. 

Could the drought's end mark the return of practices such as excessive lawn-watering? Not 

necessarily. California's water conservation has seen ups and downs in recent years: When then-

Governor Jerry Brown suspended the drought emergency in 2017, Californians continued to 

conserve (although their water use later rebounded.) 

During the drought, the State Water Resources Control Board cracked down on wasteful 

residential water use: watering a lawn after rainfall, hosing down a sidewalk, overwatering a 

landscape. Will Californians now eschew the water-saving habits they were forced to adopt over 

eight years of drought? Here's what the data shows. 

2017: Conservation Continues 

After six years of extreme drought, a wet winter gave California a brief reprieve in 2017, KQED 

reports. But two months after regulators lifted the mandatory conservation targets, residential 

water use was still down. In June, the Water Board's report found that the state's overall water 

savings were up 17.4 percent (amounting to 37.1 billion gallons) from June of 2013, the 

regulator's baseline. 

Part of the reason for Californians' continued vigilance was that urban residents had gotten better 

at conservation: Many implemented changes that help long term—swapping out grass for 

drought-tolerate native plants, or installing water-saving toilets. It's typical for water use to 

rebound somewhat after a drought, when the "bucket shower" days are over, but that doesn't 

mean all Californians started replanting grass. 

2018: What Drought? 

More than a year after the governor's announcement, however, water use had already picked up. 

Data from the state's Water Board showed Californians used just 0.8 percent less water (954 
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million gallons) in January of 2018 than in 2013. At the same time the previous year, they were 

using 20.5 percent less. 

In other words, as the Mercury News reported in March of 2018, the state's water use had 

returned to pre-drought conditions. Tracy Quinn, California director of water efficiency for the 

Natural Resources Defense Council, told the San Jose-based paper that this uptick was 

"exacerbated by some water suppliers saying they have plenty of water and there's no need to 

conserve." Meanwhile, the worst was not over: The NOAA reports show that Southern 

California experienced drought for most of 2018. 

2019: Still Conserving 

So, what does this mean for 2019? The most recent reports from the Water Board (from 

December of 2018) show that water savings were back up from the state's low in 2017. In the last 

month of the year, California's urban residents used 18.4 percent less water than in 2013—almost 

as much as during the height of the drought. 

Of course, this doesn't mean that the trend will hold, but Californians have been conserving 

water for two years now without the governor's prohibitions in place. And their water-saving 

toilets, at least, are here to stay. 

https://www.mercurynews.com/2018/03/10/california-water-use-continues-to-increase-as-conservation-declines/
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Contra Costa Canal ownership change could 

mean more safety upgrades  

Modernization plan includes pipelines to replace many of the 

open canals 

 
A bicyclist rides along the Contra Costa Canal trail off Gentrytown Drive in Antioch, Calif., on Thursday, July 10, 

2014. (Dan Rosenstrauch/Bay Area News Group Archives)  

 

By Judith Prieve | jprieve@bayareanewsgroup.com | Bay Area News Group 

PUBLISHED: March 14, 2019 at 12:49 pm | UPDATED: March 15, 2019 at 10:50 pm 

A pending transfer in ownership of the Contra Costa Canal will allow for upgrades in its water 

quality and safety, but it could also make for changes for hikers and cyclists along some of its 

trails. 

A bipartisan package of public lands bills President Donald Trump signed Tuesday moves the 

Contra Costa Water District a step closer to gaining ownership of the aging Contra Costa Canal 

system. Although the district paid the federal government for the canal in 2010, an act of 

Congress was required to transfer the title from the Bureau of Land Reclamation to the water 

district. A bill was introduced but not enacted in Congress in 2018, so it had to be reintroduced. 

Steve Welch, Contra Costa Water District assistant general manager, testified in Congress in 

support of the transfer. 

“It (the canal) is coming to the end of its useful life,” he said. “Having ownership of it brings 

certainty to those future investments. We are going to be investing in a system we own.” 

https://www.eastbaytimes.com/author/judith-prieve/
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Built from 1937 to 1948 as part of the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation’s Central Valley Project, the 

48-mile canal delivers fresh water for 500,000 people in central and eastern Contra Costa 

County, as well as to the Sacramento and San Joaquin valleys for irrigation. Parts of it have been 

enclosed and more could be in the future as part of a modernization plan. 

“The canal system is the backbone of the district’s delivery system, and having ownership allows 

us flexibility with what (modernization) we are going to be doing in the future,” said Jennifer 

Allen, the water district’s director of public affairs. 

 

Congressman Mark DeSaulnier sponsored the Contra Costa Canal Transfer Act in the U.S. 

House of Representatives while Sen. Dianne Feinstein did so for a companion bill in the Senate. 

Once passed, only the president’s signature was needed for the package of land bills, which the 

Transfer Act was part of, to start the wheels in motion for the transfer. 

“The aging Contra Costa Canal has long been in need of critical safety and structural 

improvements,” Congressman DeSaulnier said shortly before the president’s signing on Tuesday. 

“Transferring ownership of the canal will allow for the land around the canal to be revitalized for 

recreational use.” 

The canal conveys delta water from its intake in eastern Oakley through four East Contra Costa 

County cities over to the Clyde community, east of Martinez, as part of the Main Canal. Then the 

Loop Canal runs down Central Contra Costa County to Walnut Creek and back up to the 

Martinez Reservoir. 

Work on the dirt-lined portion of the canal in Oakley is already 70 percent complete, with 

millions of dollars — including from grants and Proposition 84 — going toward replacing 

several of the segments with 10-foot diameter underground reinforced pipeline. 



Proposition 84, passed by state voters in 2006, authorized $5.4 billion in bonds to fund safe 

drinking water, water quality and supply, flood control, waterway and natural resource 

protection. 

As part of another modernization project, the water district also is conducting a $1.7 million 

feasibility study to potentially replace the main concrete portion of the aging canal — mostly in 

Antioch, Oakley and Pittsburg — with a pipeline, Allen said. The loop section in Central County 

would not be affected, she said. 

Enclosing it would ensure water quality, as no debris or algae could get in it, and make it safer in 

case of an earthquakes or landslides, Welch said. 

“In an earthquake, the canal in multiple locations, could fail,” Welch said. “It could breach, it 

could drain into the neighborhoods.” 

Since the Contra Costa Canal opened, 83 people have drowned in it. The water moves faster than 

it looks, the sides of the canal walls are slippery with algae, yet people climb over the fences that 

run along its sides, Welch said. 

“We do what we can to protect the public, but sometimes people just aren’t thinking rationally.” 

Despite the planned improvements, which could begin in the next 10 years, some who hike or 

cycle along its trails might bemoan the loss of the water views once the 26 miles of canals are 

converted to pipelines. But Allen said ownership of the canal will allow the water district to 

make upgrades to those trails and the land around them. 

Although still early, it is estimated the project will cost more than $500 million, Allen said. But 

before work begins, several options will be laid out and the those interested, including East Bay 

Regional Parks and residents, will be asked to weigh in. 

“We have been working closely with East Bay Regional Park District,” Welch said, noting the 

two districts will try to enhance the trails where possible. 

Some examples might be widening trails to create separation between bicycle and 

walking/hiking trails and planting new landscaping, he said. 

“There’s a lot of work to be done yet, and it will include community outreach as well,” Allen 

added. “We will invite stakeholders in the community to give their input before it is done.” 



San Gabriel Valley Tribune 

Drought, schmrought, water experts already 

fret the next dry year and still preach 

conservation  

First time since 2011 no drought in California 

 
Water is up in the Canyon Basin Spreading grounds in a former gravel pit in Azusa on Friday, March 15, 2019. 

(Photo by Sarah Reingewirtz, Pasadena Star-News/SCNG)  

 

By Steve Scauzillo | sscauzillo@scng.com | San Gabriel Valley Tribune 

PUBLISHED: March 15, 2019 at 4:59 pm | UPDATED: March 15, 2019 at 5:00 pm 

You might think every water manager in the Golden State is sleeping soundly these days. 

L.A. rainfall is 158 percent of average. Ten of the 12 state reservoirs are filled to more than 100 

percent of their historical average for mid-March — before the all-important snowpack which 

stands at 152 percent of normal has melted. 

Gone drought-free 

For the first time in 376 consecutive weeks, not 1 acre of California is in drought, according to 

new data released Thursday by The National Drought Mitigation Center, a joint project of the 

U.S. Department of Agriculture, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration and the 

University of Nebraska. 

Yet, even with all this wet news, local water managers still preach conservation and worry the 

drought will return next year and the year after. Also, they face the very real threat of climate 
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change reducing snowpack forever, which may force them to stop relying on the open spigot 

from Northern California to keep water flowing through customers’ pipes and into SoCal homes 

and businesses. 

“If you were to ask me when are you going to sleep soundly? Maybe after three-to-four years not 

only of above average rain, but rain we are able to capture,” said Tony Zampiello, executive 

officer of the Main San Gabriel Basin Watermaster. 

Zampiello and others are like bankers of water, socking away all they can in times of plenty for 

the nonrainy days to come. 

“Yes, maybe we are out of the woods,” he said. “But if we have another drought, that gallon of 

water you save today, you’ll be drinking in five years.” 

It’s all about groundwater 

What he and other managers are concerned about is groundwater — parked throughout the 

region in various underground caverns — that supplies more than 60 percent of water for some 

areas. This water sustains life for tens of millions of Southern Californians as it is pulled up 

through wells owned by cities, for-profit water companies and mutual water districts. 

But because of years of over-pumping to the point of wells going dry, the basins remain too low 

and have not returned to pre-drought levels. The damage from so little rain for so long will take 

more than one wet year to reverse, water experts said. 

“When people open their umbrellas, they are not necessarily thinking we still have a long time to 

go to restore water levels of groundwater basins. One really wet year doesn’t make up for 10 

years of dry,” said Robb Whitaker, general manager of the Water Replenishment District of 

Southern California, who manages two basins: Central and West Coast, which include 43 cities 

from Norwalk to Hermosa Beach. 

 

https://www.wrd.org/
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For example: 

• The Orange County Ground Water Basin is about 78 percent full, up 12 percent from this 

time last year, according to John Kennedy, executive director of engineering and water 

resources. The basin serves 19 agencies and about 2.5 million people, the primary ground 

water source in Orange County. 

• Main San Gabriel Basin is at about 60 percent or less. Another way to gauge the health is 

to measure the height of the water table. In 2010, before the drought kicked in, it was 237 

feet above sea level. In November, it dropped down to 169.4 feet, the lowest in its 

history. As of Friday, it was at 182 feet, Zampiello said. 

• Central and West Coast basins in Los Angeles County are about 60 percent full, Whitaker 

said. And that is after the rains rose the water table by 18 feet since March 2018, he said. 

• San Bernardino Basin is filling up, but measurements won’t be taken until November, 

said Craig Miller, Western Municipal Water District‘s general manager. “We know water 

is recharging into the aquifer because we are capturing rain water,” he said, confidently. 

Local runoff is key 

The snow-capped San Gabriels on Friday are more than a picture postcard to water folks. They 

are liquid gold. Water from this tremendous watershed is already flowing down the San Gabriel 

River until it reaches a rubber dam that slows the flow and diverts it to giant, spreading basins at 

the 605/210 freeways interchange near Irwindale. There, water stops and percolates into the 

groundwater basin. 

In addition to local runoff, agencies will buy supplemental State Water Project water from 

Northern California. The San Gabriel basin will reach 195 feet by the end of December, he said, 

just shy of the safe operating level of 200 feet. 

“The rubber dam is fully inflated,” said Kelly Gardner, assistant executive officer of the San 

Gabriel Basin Watermaster during a tour Friday. “It allows the water to pass through the concrete 

juncture to the spreading grounds.” 

Water released beyond the Whittier Narrows Dam in Pico Rivera serves Long Beach and 

surrounding cities. All the cities in L.A. County must share this mountain water, according to a 

1973 water rights adjudication in the courts. At first, about 700 acre-feet was let go to the ocean, 

but since the end of January, all the water in the soft-bottom San Gabriel River is captured and 

stored, Gardner said. 

Just a few miles northeast of Irwindale, the Canyon Basin Spreading Grounds in Azusa are 

filling up with mountain runoff. Water managers can watch as the groundwater is replenished 

and dip in with wells that serve cities of Azusa and Glendora. This was working perfectly Friday, 

unlike during the drought years, when Glendora had to shut off some of its wells because they 

couldn’t reach the shrinking aquifer. 

The Inland Empire — both Riverside and San Bernardino counties — uses water from the San 

Bernardino Mountains. For example, for the first time in 10 years, water is filling up behind the 

Seven Oaks Dam in Mentone, reaching 16,000 acre-feet of water. (One acre-foot is about 

326,000 gallons or enough for a Southern California family for two years). 

https://www.watermaster.org/
https://www.wmwd.com/


“For the last decade, we haven’t been seeing that,” said Miller. “It is a very good sign.” 

Adding other water 

Orange County Water District gets 60,000 acre-feet annually from rainfall and 50,000 acre-feet 

from runoff coming down the Santa Ana River. But it also adds 103,000 acre-feet from its 

recycled sewage water system, the largest such system in the world, Kennedy said. The extra 

recycled water helps make the area nearly drought-proof. 

“Orange County typically receives about 14 inches of rain and, so far, we’ve received just over 

21 inches,” he said. “But the next drought is around the corner. One wet year does not solve our 

water supply challenges, and we must all do what we can to practice ongoing conservation and 

support alternative water supply projects.” 

Typically, water from the Santa Ana River escapes to the ocean about five days of the year, 

Kennedy said. Zampiello said the San Gabriel River water is captured after a first blush of rain 

— which contains contaminants — 100 percent of the time. On the other end of the spectrum is 

the Los Angeles River — mostly concrete — which rarely captures any of its runoff. 

Although contacted, the Los Angeles Department of Water and Power did not provide comments 

for this story. 

By summer, the Water Replenishment District will have put into place its own water recycling 

project that recharges groundwater levels. When that happens, it will no longer need to buy water 

from Northern California or the Colorado River, Whitaker said. 

Conservation still preached 

Metropolitan Water District of Southern California, the largest water wholesaler in the world, 

announced a plan last week with a goal of Southern California saving 180,000 acre-feet of water 

by 2040. The agency doubled its turf removal rebate to encourage removal of lawns. 

Adan Ortega, an MWD director from Fullerton and former manager of MWD’s water 

conservation efforts, said agencies need to tailor water savings to each community. For example, 

denser, lower-income regions don’t have extensive lawns. 

“We’ve got to get to the point where every community addresses its greatest source of water 

loss. Some places, it’s lawns. Other places, you have to replace the old, leaky pipelines,” Ortega 

said. 

Water managers are gearing up for a different kind of water conservation campaign this summer, 

one that gets people to recognize the importance of filling up out-of-sight groundwater basins. 

Details for the new messaging are not available yet. 

“The hills are green, but that doesn’t mean everything is OK,” he said. 

  



Reservoir Levels (% historical average) 

Trinity Lake, 98 percent 

Lake Shasta, 112 percent 

Lake Oroville, 103 percent 

Folsom Lake, 110 percent 

New Melones Lake, 138 percent 

Don Pedro Reservoir, 118 percent 

Lake McClure, 130 percent 

San Luis Reservoir, 114 percent 

Millerton Lake, 122 percent 

Pine Flat Reservoir, 120 percent 

Lake Perris, 103 percent 

Castaic Lake, 93 percent 

Metropolitan Water District Reservoir Levels 

Lake Mathews, 91 percent full 

Diamond Valley Lake, 91 percent full 

Lake Skinner, 84 percent full 

Staff writer Marin Wisckol contributed to this article. 
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Western states finish Colorado River drought 

deal, ask Congress to sign off 

Ian James and Janet Wilson, Arizona Republic Published 1:49 p.m. MT March 19, 2019 | 

Updated 9:23 a.m. MT March 20, 2019 

Since the gates of Glen Canyon Dam were closed in 1963, the ecology of the Colorado River 

in the Grand Canyon has been altered, some fear forever. David Wallace and Michael 

Chow/The Republic, Arizona Republic 

Representatives of seven states finished a landmark agreement to shore up the dwindling 

Colorado River and signed a letter to Congress on Tuesday calling for legislation to enact the 

deal. 

The set of agreements would prop up water-starved reservoirs that supply cities and farms across 

the Southwest and would lay the groundwork for larger negotiations to address the river’s 

chronic overallocation, which has been compounded by years of drought and the worsening 

effects of climate change. 

The states’ delegates met in Phoenix and signed their joint letter to Congress alongside federal 

Reclamation Commissioner Brenda Burman, who had set a Tuesday deadline for the states to 

complete the agreements.  

“Today is a very important day in the history of the Colorado River,” Burman said after the 

signing. “Congratulations to all for a job well done.” 

The first cuts in water deliveries to Arizona and Nevada could begin as soon as next year under 

the terms of the deal. 

Talks on the Colorado River drought contingency plans have been underway since 2015 and 

have included a series of meetings and difficult negotiations.  

Tuesday's meeting was held behind closed doors at the office of the Arizona Department of 

Water Resources. Doug MacEachern, a department spokesman, said that due to limited space, 

"we simply cannot reasonably accommodate public access to these meetings."  

Burman and the representatives of states from Wyoming to California held a conference call 

afterward to discuss the meeting. Burman had previously backed up her deadline by putting out a 

request for input to the seven states on what steps the government should take to boost 

reservoirs. She called off that process and praised state water officials for their cooperative 

efforts, saying: "I am pleased to see their hard work is done." 

http://www.azcentral.com/staff/49717/ian-james/
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The signing event was held amid bitter complaints by California’s Imperial Irrigation District, 

which was excluded from the deal even though it controls the single largest share of Colorado 

River water.  

While the signing was underway in Phoenix, a veteran board member of the IID spoke angrily at 

a meeting on the shore of the Salton Sea, condemning his counterparts for writing his district out 

of the deal and suggesting they were sipping champagne while ignoring an urgent 

"environmental and public-health disaster" at the shrinking lake.  

Burman and other officials said the drought plan was designed in a way that will avoid causing 

further declines in the Salton Sea, which has been receding as water has increasingly been 

transferred from the farmlands of the Imperial Valley to urban areas in Southern California. 

Burman said IID decided not to join the plan but can sign on later if the district chooses. 

In their letter, the states’ representatives asked Congress to promptly pass legislation authorizing 

the Interior secretary to implement the agreements. Hearings have been scheduled in the Senate 

and the House next week. Once the legislation is passed, the agreements still need to be signed 

by representatives of the states.  

Deal establishes short-term plan 

The Colorado River irrigates more than 5 million acres of farmlands and supplies about 40 

million people in cities from Denver to Los Angeles.  

Nineteen years of drought and the longstanding overuse of water, combined with the effects of 

climate change, have pushed the levels of the river’s reservoirs lower and lower. 

The seven states that rely on the river have negotiated two drought contingency plans, one for 

states in the river’s Upper Basin — Colorado, Wyoming, Utah and New Mexico — and the other 

for the Lower Basin states — Arizona, Nevada and California. The plans are designed to prevent 

Lake Mead and Lake Powell, the country’s largest reservoirs, from falling to critical lows during 

the next several years. 

Lake Powell is now 38 percent full. Lake Mead is now 41 percent full, not far above a threshold 

that would trigger a first-ever declaration of a shortage by the federal government. 

The three-state agreement between California, Arizona and Nevada lays out a framework for 

taking less water from Lake Mead and sharing in cutbacks between 2020 and 2026. 

'... I say, "Damn them. Damn them." ' 

The process was fractious until the end, with blistering rebukes from board members of the 

Imperial Irrigation District and charges that state and federal laws were possibly being violated 

to cross the finish line. 

https://www.usbr.gov/dcp/docs/DCP%20Basin%20States%20Transmittal%20Letter%20and%20attachments.pdf


IID officials had demanded that as a condition of participating in the agreement, the federal 

government should provide about $200 million for California’s projects building wetlands at the 

shrinking Salton Sea. That condition was not met, but after IID directors dug in their heels, the 

L.A.-based Metropolitan Water District of Southern California stepped in and offered to 

contribute the rural agency's portion if needed.  

IID was written out of the drought-plan documents, and other California water agencies moved 

forward with the agreement. 

The lake, California's largest, is shrinking because of an earlier 2003 federal-state agreement 

under which IID has been transferring water to growing urban areas in San Diego County and the 

Coachella Valley. The transfers of Colorado River water away from the Imperial Valley have 

accelerated the Salton Sea's decline, and dust spewing from exposed stretches of lakebed poses a 

health threat in communities that already suffer from high asthma rates.  

California officials are working on a long-stalled project to build thousands of acres of wetlands 

along the dry shorelines to keep down lung-damaging dust and salvage habitat for fish and birds. 

Board members of the Imperial district said with the federal government asking for help to prop 

up Lake Mead, Washington should also acknowledge the linkage to the worsening 

environmental problems at the Salton Sea.  

 
The Salton Sea has been shrinking in recent years, exposing stretches of dry lakebed. (Photo: Jay Calderon and 

Omar Ornelas/The Desert Sun) 

During a meeting on the shore of the Salton Sea on Tuesday, IID officials lashed out at those 

gathering to sign on to the drought deal without them in Arizona.  

“I have six grandchildren who live on the Salton Sea and five of them have asthma. On behalf of 

them, I say, ‘Damn them. Damn them,’” said IID board member Jim Hanks.    



“As we gather here today on the shore of the Salton Sea strewn with bleached bones, bird 

carcasses and a growing shoreline,” Hanks said, “and as champagne is being prepared for 

debauched self-congratulation in Phoenix, remember this: The IID is the elephant in the room on 

the Colorado River as we move forward. And like the elephant, our memory and rage is long.” 

Hanks spoke at a meeting of California's State Water Resources Control Board, where regulators 

received an annual update on the lack of progress on Salton Sea projects. Water board Chair E. 

Joaquin Esquivel said both the drought contingency plan and the Salton Sea are important, but 

that efforts can proceed on separate tracks. 

Salton Sea 'important and complicated' 

Both Burman and California officials said repeatedly that the drought plan was designed not to 

have any harmful effect on the Salton Sea. Burman said IID officials have been working with the 

Agriculture Department and the Interior Department to identify sources of funding for projects at 

the lake. 

In an effort to win a pledge of federal funds, U.S. Sens. Dianne Feinstein and Kamala Harris, 

both California Democrats, wrote on Friday to federal Agriculture Secretary Sonny Perdue 

requesting he allocate funds from the recently passed Farm Bill package.  

"The Salton Sea is an important and complicated issue," Burman said. "There are a number of 

new programs that were created by the Farm Bill last year, and we’re standing in support of the 

efforts of our USDA colleagues as they work to implement those new provisions." 

Burman noted that Agriculture Department staff needs to set up the new programs established 

under the bill and take competitive applications before funds are awarded. 

Other California water agencies endorsed the drought deal on Monday at a meeting of the state's 

Colorado River Board.  

Water managers who participated in the signing congratulated each other and expressed relief 

about wrapping up this key phase of the multiyear process. But there were no signs of corks 

popping or celebration, perhaps because of the last-minute tensions and the sharp rebuke from 

IID. 

"For me personally, it's a big disappointment that we are not moving forward unanimously as the 

state of California," said Peter Nelson, California's Colorado River board chair and a lemon 

grower who is on the Coachella Valley Water District board. "I'm drained. I'm not a politician, 

I'm a farmer. This was emotionally extremely difficult.” 

Despite IID's concerns, Nelson said, the plan was designed so that there will be "zero impacts to 

the Salton Sea." He said it was important that a legal on-ramp be included to allow IID's board to 

join at a later date if they choose to.  



 
Lake Mead near the Arizona/Nevada border March 18, 2019. A high-water mark or “bathtub ring” is visible on the 

shoreline; Lake Mead is down 139 vertical feet. (Photo: Mark Henle/The Republic) 

Environmental groups split 

Some conservation groups voiced concerns that fast-tracking the drought plans could mean that 

environmental laws are ignored. 

Kim Delfino of the group Defenders of Wildlife noted that while the proposed legislative 

language sent to Congress had explicitly protected water rights, it did not mention environmental 

protections. Instead, the proposed legislation includes the exact language from an earlier court 

decision regarding the All-American Canal, part of the river delivery system, that allowed 

environmental reviews to be bypassed.   

State officials said the intent from the beginning was for the new plans to abide by existing 

decisions on environmental compliance. They noted the drought plans rely on the seven states 

voluntarily leaving more water in Lake Mead and Lake Powell and not breaking ground on any 

new water projects. 

Delfino said she understands that but still worries about the inclusion of the language in the 

legislation and what it might mean. 

"They've actually made it worse than the original version by protecting water rights but not 

anything else," Delfino said. 



Audubon California raised similar concerns. Other environmental groups, including 

Environmental Defense Fund and Trout Unlimited, applauded the completion of the drought 

plans. 

 
The Colorado River March 18, 2019, south of Hoover Dam. (Photo: Mark Henle/The Republic) 

Snowpack helping a bit for now 

Since 2000, the river has dwindled during one of the driest 19-year periods in the past 1,200 

years. Scientific research has estimated that about half the trend of decreasing runoff from 2000-

2014 in the Upper Colorado River Basin was the result of unprecedented warming. 

The higher temperatures have shrunk the average snowpack in the mountains, reduced the flow 

of streams, and increased the amount of water that evaporates off the landscape. 

The legal framework that allocates the river was established during much wetter times nearly a 

century ago, starting with the 1922 Colorado River Compact. That and subsequent agreements 

have handed out more water than what flows in the river in an average year, leading to what 

water experts call the river’s “structural deficit.” 

After the run of extremely dry years, this winter has brought some relief. Storms have covered 

the Rocky Mountains with snow, leaving a bounty of runoff that should boost the levels of the 

river’s depleted reservoirs this spring and summer. 

The snow that has fallen during the past month has pushed the accumulated snowpack across the 

Upper Colorado River Basin to nearly 140 percent of average. Last week, water managers at the 



Bureau of Reclamation updated their estimates of reservoir levels, projecting there could be 

enough snow to narrowly avert a declaration of a shortage at Lake Mead next year. 

They estimated that Lake Mead will probably be near elevation 1,081 by the year’s end — just 

above the trigger point for a shortage of 1,075 feet above .  

The Bureau of Reclamation is scheduled to announce in August whether a shortage will be 

declared in January 2020 or not. 

But even without a shortage, Arizona and Nevada may face water cutbacks starting next year 

under the drought plan. If federal officials determine in August that Lake Mead is likely to be 

below 1,090 feet at the start of next year — which now looks likely — water deliveries to 

Arizona would be cut about 6.9 percent, and deliveries to Nevada would be cut 2.7 percent.  

Larger cutbacks would occur if Lake Mead is projected to be below 1,075 feet at the start of a 

future year. And California would also contribute by taking cuts sooner than it would be required 

to under the existing rules, when the reservoir reaches 1,045 feet. 

Mexico has also pledged under a separate deal to contribute by temporarily leaving more water 

in Lake Mead. 

Arizona gets nearly 40 percent of its water from the Colorado River. The state's plan for 

divvying up the water cutbacks involves deliveries of “mitigation” water to help lessen the blow 

for some farmers and other entities, as well as compensation payments for those that contribute 

water. 

Those payments are to be covered with more than $100 million from the state and the Central 

Arizona Water Conservation District, which manages the Central Arizona Project Canal. Much 

of the money will go toward paying for water from the Colorado River Indian Tribes and the 

Gila River Indian Community. 

Arizona’s plan also relies on promoting more pumping of groundwater. Farmers in Pinal County, 

who face the biggest water cutbacks, are in line to get at least $9 million that was appropriated 

by the Legislature for irrigation districts to drill new wells and pay for other infrastructure as 

they turn to using more groundwater.  

Arizona Gov. Doug Ducey signed the package of legislation on Jan. 31 endorsing the drought 

plan. 

State officials have been working on finishing a list of related agreements since then. Department 

of Water Resources Director Tom Buschatzke said progress is being made on those side 

agreements. By the time Congress passes legislation, he said, "we’ll be ready to go." 

All eyes shift to Congress 



Some water managers have called the drought deal a temporary “bridge” solution, or a first step 

toward larger efforts to address the river’s pattern of overallocation and adapt to climate change.  

Another round of more complex negotiations is scheduled to begin next year on a new set of 

rules for managing shortages, which would take effect after 2026. 

For now, it's up to Congress to take the next step by passing legislation endorsing the set of 

drought contingency plans.  

"We are hopeful that this process will move forward quickly," Burman said, noting that hearings 

are scheduled starting next week.  

John Entsminger of the Southern Nevada Water Authority agreed. 

"We have all briefed our various congressional delegations and believe we have a nonpartisan 

path forward through Congress to approve this state-led process," Entsminger said.  

Lawmakers pledged to press for the legislation to swiftly be approved in Washington.  

“It is no small feat for the seven Colorado River Basin states to finalize this Drought 

Contingency Plan,” Republican U.S. Sen. Martha McSally of Arizona said in a statement, 

congratulating stakeholders on completing the deal.  

Democratic U.S. Sen. Kyrsten Sinema said the agreement “marks a huge step forward in 

securing Arizona’s water future.” She said she will work with colleagues from other states that 

depend on the Colorado River to make sure Congress acts quickly.  

Ian James is an environmental reporter at The Arizona Republic. He can be reached at 

ian.james@arizonarepublic.com, 602-444-8246 or @ByIanJames. 

Janet Wilson is senior environmental reporter with the Desert Sun, and authors Climate Point 

for USA TODAY. She can be reached at janet.wilson@desertsun.com and @janetwilson66 
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American Geophysical Union 

Western droughts caused permanent loss to 

major California groundwater source 

March 19, 2019 by Joshua Rapp Learn, American Geophysical Union  

 
Measures of land Subsidence in San Joaquin Valley. Credit: USGS  

California's Central Valley aquifer, the major source of groundwater in the region, suffered 

permanent loss of capacity during the drought experienced in the area from 2012 to 2015.  

California has been afflicted by a number of droughts in recent decades, including one between 

2007 and 2009, and the millennium drought that plagued the state from 2012 to 2015. Due to 

lack of water resources, the state drew heavily on its underground aquifer reserves during these 

periods. 

According to new research, the San Joaquin Valley aquifer in the Central Valley shrank 

permanently by up to 3 percent due to excess pumping during the sustained dry spell. Combined 

with the loss from the 2007 to 2009 drought, the aquifer may have lost up to 5 percent of its 

storage capacity during the first two decades of the 21st Century, according to Manoochehr 

Shirzaei, an assistant professor of earth sciences at Arizona State University in Tempe and one of 

the co-authors of a new study published in AGU's Journal of Geophysical Research: Solid Earth. 

Groundwater exists in the pore spaces between grains of soil and rocks. When fluids are 

extracted from aquifers, the pore spaces close. There is a range for which these spaces can shrink 

and expand elastically. But if the pore spaces close too much, they start to collapse, causing the 

land to shrink irreversibly. 

Figuring out how much the aquifer shrank permanently could help water managers prepare for 

future droughts, according to the study's authors. The San Joaquin Valley aquifer supplies 

http://www.agu.org/
https://phys.org/tags/aquifer/


freshwater to the Central Valley – a major hub that produces more than 250 different crops 

valued at $17 billion per year, according to the U.S. Geological Survey. 

"If we have even one drought per decade, our aquifers could shrink a bit more each time and 

permanently lose more than a quarter of their storage capacity this century," said Susanna Werth, 

a research assistant professor of earth sciences at Arizona State University, and a co-author of the 

new study. 

The new study could also help scientists understand how other areas might be affected by 

drought. 

"That was a curiosity for us to understand how much groundwater has been lost in those 

particular regions and will give us a picture of what we can expect for arid areas around the 

globe if groundwater practices are not sustainable," said Chandrakanta Ojha, a post-doctoral 

researcher at Arizona State and the lead author of the new study. 

 
Surface deformation map over San Joaquin Valley during 2015-2017 using Satellite radar interferometry. Credit: 

Chandrakanta Ojha Underground water from space 

The researchers measured water volume changes due to groundwater variation in the aquifer 

using data from the Gravity Recovery and Climate Experiment (GRACE), a twin satellite 

mission that has been measuring the Earth's gravity field every month from April 2002 until June 

2017. The study's authors compared the groundwater losses based on GRACE measurements 

with those calculated from vertical land motion measurements obtained by GPS. Land 

depressions were also measured by a radar technique called InSAR and multiple extensometers, 

devices which are installed in a borehole of a groundwater observation well. They also examined 

groundwater level records. 

https://ca.water.usgs.gov/projects/central-valley/about-central-valley.html
https://3c1703fe8d.site.internapcdn.net/newman/gfx/news/2019/1-westerndroug.jpg


The study's authors found that from 2012 to 2015, the aquifer of the San Joaquin Valley lost a 

total volume of about 30 cubic kilometers (7.2 cubic miles) of groundwater. The aquifer also 

shrank permanently by 0.4 percent to 3.25 percent, according to the new study. 

Previous research found the 2007 to 2009 drought caused the San Joaquin aquifer to permanently 

lose between 0.5 percent to 2 percent of its capacity. Cumulatively, the authors said both drought 

periods – 2007 to 2009 and 2012 to 2015—caused the San Joaquin aquifer to shrink permanently 

by as much as 5.25 percent. 

Forecasting future drought effects 

Shirzaei said the information they have gathered is important for future planning—particularly 

since the loss of permanent storage capacity is unsustainable in the long-run. 

By using this type of calculation, Shirzaei said land and water resource managers can predict the 

effect of droughts on the aquifer system. This can help to make better regulations for 

groundwater conservation during those periods and prevent permanent loss of aquifer storage 

capacity. 

Shirzaei said the compaction of the aquifer may also cause fissures and cracks on the surface as 

the land subsides. This could affect roads, power lines, railroads or other infrastructure, but more 

research is needed to understand the details of these effects.  

More information: Chandrakanta Ojha et al. Groundwater loss and aquifer-system compaction 

in San Joaquin Valley during 2012-2015 drought, Journal of Geophysical Research: Solid Earth 

(2019). DOI: 10.1029/2018JB016083  

Provided by: American Geophysical Union  

This story is republished courtesy of AGU Blogs (http://blogs.agu.org), a community of Earth 

and space science blogs, hosted by the American Geophysical Union. Read the original story 

here. 
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Broschard named new ConFire chief
By Nick Marnell

The Contra Costa County Fire Protection District board of
directors elevated Deputy Fire Chief Lewis Broschard to
the position of fire chief March 12, effecting a quick and
seamless transition between Broschard and retiring Fire
Chief Jeff Carman, who departs at the end of March.
Broschard assumes his new role April 1.

"It's been an incredible journey over the past five and a
half years, and collectively we've all done a lot of great
work. I'm looking forward to continuing that momentum
in the years to come," Broschard told the board.

Broschard, a 25-year fire service veteran, joined ConFire
in 2007 as a fire inspector. He rose through the ranks as
fire prevention captain, fire marshal and assistant fire
chief and was promoted to deputy fire chief in 2015. As
deputy chief, Broschard supervised the five district
assistant chiefs.

"Lewis has been 100 percent involved in all decisions
that have been made in the organization," Carman said.
"I know Lewis will carry on as he has for the last five and
a half years."

Broschard noted the district's relationship with the city of
Lafayette, stressing that a continuous focus needs to be
maintained in planning for future development, building
standards in the city that address the threat of wildland
fire, and proactive emergency preparedness that
includes the city, district and residents. "Our relationship

has strengthened over the last several years and I'm looking forward to continuing supporting a strong
working relationship with the city into the future," he said.

One of the first district projects expected to be completed under Broschard would help throttle the spread of
a wildland fire in western Lafayette. "The grand reopening of Fire Station 16 in April is going to mark the
end of a lengthy process to bring back a critical piece of emergency response capacity to the city of
Lafayette. We are all excited to bring Engine 16 back and look forward to seeing many of our neighbors and
residents at the reopening ceremony," Broschard said.

Reach the reporter at: nick@lamorindaweekly.com
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Lamorinda council members hear a presentation
on the CASA Compact at the March 6 Tri-Cities
meeting. Photo Jeff Heyman, city of Lafayette
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Lamorinda officials tear into regional housing
proposal 
By Nick Marnell

A plan to confront the housing affordability crisis in the
Bay Area failed to impress the 15 Lamorinda council
members or the public at the March 6 Tri-Cities Council
Meeting in Lafayette, with host city lawmakers ripping
the plan as noninclusive and off the mark. 

In 2017, the Metropolitan Transportation Commission
and the Association of Bay Area Governments convened
the Committee to House the Bay Area, known as CASA,
a think tank of major employers, developers, labor
interests, social equity and housing advocates, and
government officials from major cities to find a solution
to the Bay Area housing crisis. Out of those
brainstorming sessions came the 2019 CASA Compact, a
10-point plan which provides a framework for expanded
state legislation, including tenant protections, housing
approval processes and transit zoning. The Compact
provisions would be partially funded over 15 years with
$1.5 billion annually in new local and regional revenue,
with the goal to place the revenue measures on the

ballot in 2020, as presented by two MTC representatives at the Tri-Cities gathering. 

Lafayette Mayor Cam Burks set the tone for the meeting by denouncing the committee's plan to hire a
lobbyist with taxpayer dollars to push through proposed Compact legislation in Sacramento. He also
criticized CASA for failing to include a broader range of local stakeholders in the Compact development
process. "You left out counties. Counties! Hundreds of thousands of people!" Burks said. Ken Kirkey, MTC
planning director, agreed that it would have been helpful to have a CASA member from Contra Costa or San
Mateo counties. "I think that was an oversight," Kirkey said.

Burks wasn't buying it. "I believe it was a completely premeditated strategy to alienate a large population,
and I am truly disappointed as a taxpayer and a leader in this city," he said.

The onslaught continued as Lafayette Vice Mayor Mike Anderson upbraided the MTC representatives because
the Compact did not recommend that housing be built where the jobs were already located - in San
Francisco, Santa Clara and San Mateo counties - and that the plan did not include any relief to the local
transportation system, to make sure it could handle what was being proposed. 

"If you're not doing that, you're not serving us," Anderson said. "You're just here to make us feel better. I
hope that you will question these things, but I have a feeling that you won't."

Anderson was just warming up, as he pressed the MTC representatives to show exactly where in the
Compact the transportation issues were addressed. "It's all through it," Kirkey said.

"In what way is it `all through it?' Are those words used? What are you saying?" Anderson said.

"Ramping up the production of housing and aligning it with job growth over time would address a lot of the
concerns that you are talking about," Kirkey said.

Other Lamorinda officials piled on, though with less intensity: Where will the affordable housing units go?
Lamorinda will be a donor to this project, not a recipient. Municipalities may have to raise taxes. When you
build new housing, the benefit goes to where the jobs are. How will the Regional Housing Enterprise, the
proposed administrative entity, not be a burden? "Everything is directed at local municipalities. How about
the state policies and mandates that discourage growth?" Moraga Vice Mayor Kymberleigh Korpus said.
"How about reallocating state spending to handle this?"

Members of the public called the Compact authoritarian, or likened its proposals to taxation without
representation. "The people on these commissions should be elected officials, not appointees," one speaker
said.

As a summary of sorts, Kirkey said that the people who worked on the Compact believed that housing was a
huge problem for the region, and that it required some very difficult approaches to try to change things over
time. The MTC representatives said they would relay the questions and concerns to their board.
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Anderson suggested that the three municipalities join with those in the surrounding area and hire the
advocacy firm Townsend Public Affairs to lobby for their needs in Sacramento. Orinda Council Member Amy
Worth, an MTC commissioner, also recommended that officials engage the MTC and ABAG legislative boards
to voice their concerns. "We will have more influence on this legislation than bills that were done
independently. And that's very real," Worth said.

Lamorinda mayors and city managers plan to meet, and councils will conduct public sessions, to craft a
written strategy that advocates for the needs of the region. "Some of these bills you can't stop, but we can
be very effective in amending them," Worth said.

Reach the reporter at: nick@lamorindaweekly.com
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Fire Chief Jeff Carman pins a new reserve
firefighter March 11 at the Briones Station. Photo
Steve Hill, ConFire
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Fire chief departs with the respect and appreciation
of the rank and file
By Nick Marnell

Jeff Carman retires from the Contra Costa County Fire
Protection District March 29, after more than five years
as fire chief. Much has been written about his
accomplishments with the district, but Carman often
stressed that the thing that mattered to him most was
his relationship with his people. He may not have
realized it, but his people noticed, as evidenced by the
feelings they shared about their own relationships with
the chief:

"He sent out a letter when he first got here, and at the
bottom, he signed it `Jeff.' `Oh, no!' I thought. `Not one
of these guys who is trying to be cool, and be 'in' with
the rank and file.' But you know what? He genuinely is
`Jeff.' One of the most real and honest people I have
ever worked with." - Capt. Josh Andrews

"I was sent on a strike team, to the Carr Fire, and we
were assigned to an area near where the chief's house
was (Redding). I thought everyone was kidding about
that so I blew it off. But it was near his house! He invited
us to his home for dinner with his family. We hadn't had
a home-cooked meal in ages. He's a firefighters' fire
chief." - Capt. Jason Conner 

"I was on a call at a structure fire in East County. I had
to cut a hole in the roof, probably not a smart thing for
me to have done. `Excellent work the other night,'
Carman said, after he had seen a video of the call. `I'm
glad you got off the roof OK. In my time, I've probably
been on a roof I shouldn't have been, either.' I've never
heard a bad word about him anywhere in the district." -
Capt. Jeff Landis 

The chief's employees appreciated how he connected
with them personally and how genuinely he came across.
"We're both from Grass Valley. He would talk with me

about our experiences there. I've worked with good chiefs and bad chiefs and I definitely know the
difference. Carman is the best one I've had." - Capt. Brent Boling 

"I used to deliver pizzas in the Roseville area, and I would deliver to Carman's station (he worked at the
Roseville Fire Department). Years later, he's now my fire chief. At my captain's ceremony, he remembered
that and said it was a special moment." - Capt. Denis Ware

"He is by far the most approachable, down-to-earth chief ever. He blows me away. I felt an instant
connection with him. I can't think of one negative thing to say about him." - Capt. Elia Alailima 

"I could always be myself with him, and honest. He was always honest with me in return. I always thought
that as people climbed the ladder, all that went away. But with him, it did not." - Dispatcher Jeannine
Owens

Carman's respect as a leader was palpable. "I'm just a fire captain, but he always listened to what I had to
say. I am also the district grant manager, and he gave me the room to make things happen. I always felt I
had his backing." - Capt. Shane Kelly 

"I've been a captain since 2017. At the pinning ceremony, he shook my hand, and smiled, and I could tell it
was genuine. He's got an unmistakable sense of command, but still down to earth. He makes you want to
do better." - Conner

"He always listened to the rank and file. He was real. I felt like I've known him for years. And he was the
first chief ever to work on the Fourth of July!" - Dispatcher Margee Freundenthal 

"He gave us the opportunity to bring our reserve program back to where it used to be. I felt comfortable as
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a member of this organization talking about whatever I needed to talk to him about." - Capt. Sam Nichols 

"He changed the culture, to provide strict accountability for our professional behavior - both inside and
outside the station." - Engineer Angela Johnson-Davis

Kelly wrapped up his interview with fitting words to wrap up this article. "I offer the chief a thank you for
stepping up and guiding us," he said.

Reach the reporter at: nick@lamorindaweekly.com
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Cal Fire conservation crew at the 2018 Bear
Ridge fuel reduction project in north Orinda.
Photo MOFD
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MOFD awarded major state wildfire prevention grant
By Nick Marnell

Gov. Gavin Newsom has approved a multimillion dollar
project to reduce fuel loads in the high-risk wildfire areas
of north Orinda and along Lafayette Ridge, stemming
from a grant application submitted to the California
Department of Forestry and Fire Protection by the
Moraga-Orinda Fire District. 

According to Cal Fire, California experienced the
deadliest and most destructive wildfires in its history in
2017 and 2018, killing more than 100 people, destroying
nearly 23,000 structures and burning over 1.8 million
acres. Newsom made wildfire prevention a top priority of
his new administration, and on Jan. 9 he issued an
executive order directing Cal Fire to recommend
immediate action to protect vulnerable state
communities. The North Orinda Fuel Break project is one
of 35 programs that the state agency identified for
implementation. 

"The project is approved and we are ready to go," Cal
Fire Deputy Chief Scott McLean said. 

North Orinda has always been a top concern of MOFD for
the threat of a wildfire. "It has many high-value homes,
and it's not far from the 1991 Oakland hills fire," said

Battalion Chief Jerry Lee, who authored the Cal Fire grant application. "North Orinda is the highest wildfire
risk in our district."

Lee submitted his grant application in November, requesting $250,000 to implement a hazardous fuel
reduction and removal project along Bear Creek Road in north Orinda. Cal Fire expanded the reach of the
project to encompass an 11-mile fuel break from Inspiration Point in Tilden Park, along Bear Creek Road and
Happy Valley Road through Lafayette, to the Pleasant Hill Road - Highway 24 intersection, and the agency
bumped the estimated cost to $5 million. The completed fuel break will allow more time for evacuation and
fire suppression response.

Cal Fire used various data points to rank the 35 statewide projects, with the North Orinda Fuel Break coming
in at No. 9, scoring at the top for the number of communities at risk and the affected population. "We were
fortunate to have submitted a project that was complete and fit the scope of what the governor was looking
for," Lee said.

As the project will cross jurisdictional boundaries, MOFD plans to partner with the East Bay Municipal Utility
District, the East Bay Regional Park District and the Contra Costa County Fire Protection District. "We're not
sure how the details will work out yet. We may need to work with the city and property owners to get
permits and permissions," ConFire Deputy Chief Lewis Broschard said. 

That will be a concern for MOFD as well. Fire Chief Dave Winnacker said that the district will be able to
mobilize immediately - "One of our strengths is our small size," he said - but the chief is preparing to face
potential environmental hurdles from the California Department of Fish and Wildlife, Bay Area Air Quality
Management and other entities. 

Rapid mobilization will be critical, as Cal Fire says in its summary report that the fuel break must be
completed in 2019. The project was expected to head to the MOFD board for formal acceptance of the grant
money at the March 20 district meeting. 

Under Winnacker's direction, MOFD has amped up its north Orinda fire prevention efforts since he took over
as chief in December 2017. Working with Cal Fire, the district organized vegetation trimming along Bear
Creek Road. It tested poor-flowing hydrants, and identified supplemental water sources like pools, ponds
and privately maintained water tanks. PG&E trimmed trees interfering with power lines along Miner Road,
and the district tested fire detection sensors in January during a north Orinda evacuation exercise.

North Orinda residents are savvy about the need for fire prevention, and local neighborhoods are proactive,
as the Orinda Downs Homeowners Association contracted for a goat herd to trim back vegetation in open
space west of Happy Valley Road each of the last two years. In the 2018 general election Lucy Talbot, a
businesswoman with no firefighting background, came within 123 votes of defeating a career firefighter for a
north Orinda MOFD board seat, running on a platform based largely on increased fire prevention for the
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area, for which she continues to advocate. "While a (fuel) break is a place to start, I have grave concerns
that far too little is being done by our elected officials to address the very real threat of a fire danger to our
community," Talbot said. 

The North Orinda Fuel Break project will reduce fuel loads in more than 1,700 acres in and adjacent to
Lamorinda. "This is a once in a lifetime opportunity - a recognition of a critical situation, and the state has
opened the door," Winnacker said. on Page A11

Reach the reporter at: nick@lamorindaweekly.com
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East Bay Times 

North Richmond annexation effort comes to 

a halt  

Richmond will not pursue annexing 1.5-square-mile enclave 

 
(Source: City of Richmond) 

Officials from Richmond, shown in yellow, propose annexing the unincorporated community of 

North Richmond, shown in purple. (Source: City of Richmond)  

By Ali Tadayon | atadayon@bayareanewsgroup.com | Bay Area News Group 

PUBLISHED: March 20, 2019 at 8:15 am | UPDATED: March 21, 2019 at 2:23 pm 

RICHMOND — Years of efforts by Richmond to annex the 1.5-square-mile unincorporated 

pocket of North Richmond have ended after residents overwhelmingly expressed that they didn’t 

want the community to be incorporated by the city. 

The chief concern among North Richmond residents was having to pay more in taxes and fees, 

Richmond city officials said. If the 3,717-person community were annexed, property taxes would 

rise $140 per $100,000 of a home’s assessed value. North Richmond residents also would have 

to pay a 1-percent-higher sales tax, from the current 8.25 percent to 9.25 percent, and a utility 

users tax that would be 5 to 10 percent higher. 

“Annexation will be hard for the fixed-income residents, and as a new home owner in North 

Richmond and a lifelong Richmond resident, I’m scared of losing my house because of financial 

flaws,” said resident Kapris James at Tuesday night’s Richmond City Council meeting. 
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The Richmond council voted 6-1 at the meeting to approve the city manager’s recommendation 

to not proceed with annexing North Richmond. Mayor Tom Butt voted against the 

recommendation. 

City and Contra Costa County officials have spent more than a year gauging North Richmond 

residents’ interest in annexation. The majority of those taking part in 12 community meetings 

hosted by the city and county said they weren’t in favor of annexation, according to a city 

manager’s report. The city also sent out a mailer to North Richmond residents with a survey 

asking if they wanted to be added to the city. Of the 3,505 mailers sent out in August, 235 were 

returned by the Sept. 28 deadline. Only 36 of those responding, or 15 percent, favored 

annexation. 

The city manager’s office also cited an additional $2.2 million strain on the city’s general fund as 

a reason not to proceed with the annexation process. Although the city would receive an 

additional $2.7 million in tax revenue from North Richmond, city officials estimated it would 

cost around $4.9 million to extend city services to the enclave. The deficit could result in a 

“potential deterioration in level of services to Richmond residents” since the city would have to 

offset the $2.2 million by trimming the budget. 

“North Richmond holds a very special place in my heart, and though I believe in annexation I 

don’t believe in colonization, and that’s what it sounds like if we try to annex North Richmond 

right now,” said council member Demnlus Johnson. “We would be integrating them into a 

burning house, and right now it sounds like we need to get our things together before we can 

address them and see if they want to be a part of our city limits.” 

The enclave is the result of World War II-era housing restrictions that barred African-Americans 

from buying homes in Richmond. Butt said various Richmond city council members over the 

years since the 1990s have been wanting to move forward with annexation in an effort to erase 

the racist policies of the past. 

“The reason it didn’t get annexed from the 1940s up until at least several years ago was totally 

racial: People did not want to annex a geographic area the population of which was 

predominately African-American. Totally racist,” Butt said. 

If North Richmond were to be annexed, the closest government hub would be Richmond City 

Hall, as opposed to the county seat almost 20 miles away in Martinez. 

The Contra Costa County Sheriff’s Department currently serves North Richmond, though the 

area is surrounded by the Richmond Police Department’s jurisdiction. In many instances, it 

would be more efficient for a Richmond police officer to respond to an emergency call. 

Richmond police’s crime prevention programs also would be implemented in the area, which has 

been hit hard by crime and gang violence. 

From 2010 to 2014, 19 people were killed in North Richmond, but charges were only filed in 

five cases. 



San Francisco Chronicle 

Details of Newsom's drinking water tax plan 

revealed 

By Filipa Ioannou 

Updated 12:53 pm PDT, Friday, March 22, 2019  

California Gov. Gavin Newsom revealed new details of his plans to charge water customers in 

the state a new tax to fund safe drinking water for disadvantaged communities. 

He announced Wednesday his plans to charge water customers an extra amount ranging from 95 

cents to $10 a month — money that, combined with fees on animal farmers, dairies and fertilizer 

sellers, he projects would raise $140 million a year that could be put toward testing wells, aiding 

public water systems and treating contaminated water. The amount paid would depend on the 

size of one's water meter. 

Newsom called the drinking water situation faced by some of the state's low-income 

communities "a moral disgrace and a medical emergency." 

But some observers say that with limited appetite for more taxes, the plan faces an uphill battle 

in the state Legislature, where tax and fee increases must be approved by two-thirds of 

lawmakers, some of whom are wary after a vote to approve the gas tax led to the recall of a 

Democratic senator last year. 

Democrats from agricultural districts may be hesitant to support the tax. One such senator, Anna 

Caballero, has introduced a competing proposal that would create a trust fund for water 

improvements using money from the state's existing surplus. 

On social media, some were incensed at Newsom's proposal. 

"We are being taxed to death," wrote Twitter user @dcibbott. 

"This $120 water tax on top of the highest gas tax, vehicle registration fees, and one of the 

highest state income taxes. No! Work with what you have already," wrote Pamela Adger on 

Twitter. "Then start undoing all those tax breaks for corporations. Maybe Nestle can pay for the 

cleanup." 

Newsom first floated the idea of the water tax back in January when he introduced his 2019-20 

budget. 

He called for establishing a "safe and affordable drinking water fund" to "enable the State Water 

Resources Control Board to assist communities, particularly disadvantaged communities, in 
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paying for the short-term and long-term costs of obtaining access to safe and affordable drinking 

water." 

Six million Californians rely on water providers that have violated state standards at some point 

in the past six years, a McClatchy investigation found in 2018. According to the report, the 

majority of Californians that lack safe drinking water live in the southern San Joaquin Valley and 

the Mojave Desert. 

Former Gov. Jerry Brown attempted a similar proposal last year, but it died in the Legislature. 

Under Brown's plan, residents would have been taxed a more modest sum than under the 

Newsom plan — 95 cents a month. 

Earlier this year, Newsom took his Cabinet on a trip to the Central Valley to hear from residents 

who lack clean drinking water. 

"We met with residents who cannot drink or bathe with the water in their homes, while paying 

more for it than those in Beverly Hills," Newsom tweeted. 

Central Valley residents who support the tax echoed those themes at Wednesday's press 

conference. 

"We are the poorest families," said Lucy Hernandez, a resident of Tulare County, "and we are 

willing to pay the tax because we spend a lot more money than the tax buying water bottles for 

our families." 

The AP and SFGATE staff writer Eric Ting contributed to this report. 

https://www.sacbee.com/news/politics-government/capitol-alert/article217664960.html


East Bay Times 

East Bay cop accuses town manager, chief of 

impeding investigation  

Restraining order filed over battery allegation 

By Nate Gartrell | ngartrell@bayareanewsgroup.com and Thomas Peele | 

tpeele@bayareanewsgroup.com | Bay Area News Group 

PUBLISHED: March 22, 2019 at 3:51 pm | UPDATED: March 23, 2019 at 8:47 am 

MARTINEZ — In another twist to the saga of the small unincorporated town of Kensington and 

its police force, a cop has been granted a temporary restraining order against the department’s 

general manager who he has already accused of assaulting him. 

In the restraining order request, Officer Ted Foley alleges Kensington General Manager Anthony 

“Tony” Constantouros and interim Police Chief Ricky Hull retaliated against him for making a 

citizens arrest of Constantouros on March 2. Foley’s restraining order request, filed in Contra 

Costa County Superior Court, accuses both the general manager and the chief of impeding the 

district attorney’s investigation into the arrest. 

County prosecutors are still reviewing the case, according to a District Attorney’s Office 

spokesman. 

Foley also wrote he is the subject of an internal affairs investigation for an undisclosed incident 

last September, which he was notified about after Constantouros’ arrest and also alleges is 

payback. 

“I believe the district of Kensington, General Manager Constantouros are purposely trying to 

sabotage the investigation and are attempting to intimidate me, even though I am a victim of a 

crime,” Foley wrote in the restraining order application. “I also believe the interim chief, whether 

it is through malice or ignorance, is also retaliating against me and attempting to sabotage the 

investigation.” 

“I find (the temporary restraining order) a shocking development,” said Eileen Nottoli, board 

president of the Kensington Police Protection and Community Services District, which oversees 

the department in the unincorporated town in the East Bay hills north of Berkeley. She declined 

further comment. 

Problems in the department became well known in 2015, when this news organization reported 

that Sgt. Keith Barrow’s gun and badge were stolen by a sex worker in Reno, and her pimp shot 

himself with it. That led to the ouster of former Chief Greg Harman, who was found to have not 

properly investigated the incident. 
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Most recently, documents released under the state’s new police transparency law show officers 

used a highly confidential law enforcement database to look up information on former 

Kensington district board member Vanessa Cordova at least nine times from 2014 to 2016 in 

what she has called harassment. 

Former Kensington Chief Kevin Hart went to a board meeting recently and said some of the 

look-ups were because Cordova had an expired car registration, blaming her for police needing 

to access the database to look up information about her. Kensington has hired former Oakland 

Police Chief Howard Jordan to investigate the matter. 

Now, Foley’s allegations have opened another rift. 

In an interview earlier this month, Constantouros, 70, accused Foley, 47, of “fabricating” a story 

that he had attacked Foley. Constantouros called the accusations “trumped up.” 

Attorneys will argue before a judge on April 5 whether to extend Foley’s restraining order. In the 

meantime, the temporary order granted by a judicial officer says Constantouros must stay “at 

least five yards” away from Foley when they are both at work. 

Neither Constantouros nor Hull immediately responded to requests for comment on the 

restraining order. 

According to Foley’s Linkedin profile, he’s a former contracted security officer for ICE and he 

identifies himself as having been an undercover police officer and undercover sheriff’s deputy in 

the Central Valley from 1994 to 1997. He joined the Kensington force in 2016, and lists himself 

as a firearms and “hand to hand combat instructor.” 

The trouble started during a presentation by the Matrix Consulting Group of Mountain View on 

March 2, which is studying whether the police department should be disbanded in favor of 

contracting out for police services. At one point, Foley yelled at the consultant, Nottoli said, and 

Foley and Constantouros were soon arguing. 

After the meeting, Foley wrote in the restraining order application, Constantouros caught up with 

him. Constantouros said in an interview he confronted Foley after the officer made “deceptive” 

comments during a Q&A with consultants. 

Foley worte Constantouros “began gripping my hand very tightly and was yelling at me and 

cursing,” so he pulled his hand away and told the town’s general manager to “keep his distance.” 

He wrote Constantouros then “closed the distance and began poking me in the chest very hard 

with his right hand.” 

“I asked Constantouros if he had just assaulted me and called for Officer Wilkens to get him 

away from me,” Foley wrote, saying he filed a battery report with his sergeant, Keith Barrow, 

soon after. Foley said in his restraining order application he was filing it because Constantouros 

had not been placed on leave and “the district refused to protect me.” 
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Constantouros denied assaulting Foley or “anyone in my life.” He accused the officer of 

retaliating against him by serving a citation after the meeting. Foley acted alone, Constantouros 

said. 

Foley also described an episode on March 7 — the day after this newspaper reported about that 

confrontation — when Foley says Hull called him into a meeting and asked him to sign an 

internal affairs investigation notice, in connection with a complaint from last September. 

“The chief stated that it was no big deal and I replied that it was a big deal to me, as I have never 

had an IA in my life,” Foley wrote. “I found it odd with the timing of the IA, an article broke 

about the incident I had with Constantouros … and the following day I receive an IA.” 

Six days later, Foley wrote, he learned there was a video on the town’s website of the meeting 

where the confrontation happened. Foley said he was disturbed by the posting, since the video 

had been “secured as evidence.” When he contacted the Contra Costa County District Attorney’s 

Office about it, he said he was asked to put his concerns in writing. 



East Bay Business News  

Take a sneak peek at the newest condos to hit 

the Richmond waterfront amid flurry of 

development  

By Alex Barreira– Editorial Intern, San Francisco Business Times  

Mar 26, 2019, 1:53pm PDT Updated Mar 26, 2019, 5:39pm EDT 

Richmond has long been characterized as an economic “underdog” lacking the infrastructure or 

investment of other Bay Area cities. But the opening of a new ferry terminal and a flurry of 

residential developments in the works signal that the times are changing. Developers are selling 

the latest waterfront condos there on the merits of access to a “yacht harbor...just a few feet from 

your door.” 

Next month Shea Homes, one of the Bay’s largest residential builders, will open two model 

homes to showcase their 60-unit development, “Waterline on the Bay” at 101 Seacliff Drive in 

Point Richmond. The project includes eight floor plan variations with 2-3 bedrooms and 2.5-3.5 

bathrooms over a total of 2,000 and 3,000 square feet. 

The condos feature interiors with high ceilings and spacious living and kitchen areas as well as 

customizable amenities for the deck and patio. Other customizable amenities include open 

concept living areas, home offices, lofts, 2 or 3-car garages, and a deck overlooking the water. 

Home prices will start at just under $900,000. Even before the model homes finished 

construction, one quarter of the project units had already been sold.  

Other developers, in addition to Shea Homes, see the lure of the Point Richmond waterfront.  

“It’s once-in-a-lifetime real estate,” said Terry Manley, founder of developer New West Co., 

about the area. 

There’s ample interest in Richmond as the site of residential and commercial development along 

the waterfront since the ferry terminal (and its 35 minute commute into San Francisco) launched 

in January. The location affords proximity to the city, Marin, Berkeley, Oakland and Wine 

Country. 

After taking a gamble on 18 waterfront acres along 1135 Canal Blvd., New West could break 

ground on a 200 homes there as soon as next month. They’re also in the hunt to snap up a 5-acre 

parcel near the ferry terminal for 600 future apartments or condos.  

Lyon Homes is close to finishing construction on 98 residential condos and bringing them to 

market, while Latitude — a 316-unit project, located at 1500 Dornan Drive — includes 295 
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condominiums and 21 single-family homes from the partnership of Laconia Development and 

Chinese developer Suzhou Weibang Properties LLC.  

According to Richmond Mayor Tom Butt, as of January there were already over 2,000 homes 

slated to be built within five miles of the terminal. Another waterfront project elsewhere in 

Richmond envisions at least 670 homes at Point Molate. 
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East Bay Times 

East Bay fire district knew of EMS chief’s 

drug use before promotion, arrest  

By Annie Sciacca | asciacca@bayareanewsgroup.com and Nate Gartrell | 

ngartrell@bayareanewsgroup.com | Bay Area News Group 

PUBLISHED: March 27, 2019 at 6:27 am | UPDATED: March 27, 2019 at 11:46 am 

A high-ranking Contra Costa County Fire Protection District official who is fighting felony 

embezzlement and drug possession charges was given a job with access to narcotics even though 

his bosses knew he previously had been in drug-related trouble, according to records obtained by 

this news organization. 

Years before his January arrest on suspicion of possessing fentanyl, an opiate-based painkiller, 

and midazolam, a sleeping aid, Richard Stephenson was demoted and given a warning for 

substance abuse. Yet in 2017, he was promoted to chief of the Emergency Medical Services 

division. 

Fire district personnel records show the district knew as far back as 2005 about Stephenson’s 

drug use. In January of that year, he signed a “last chance agreement” that required him to get all 

scheduled absences pre-approved by a supervisor, provide a doctor’s note for all sick days the 

following two years and abstain from taking  “psychoactive drugs” or misusing prescription 

drugs. In exchange, the fire district agreed to not pursue disciplinary action against him for 

previous substance abuse. 

A few years later, in 2009, Stephenson was demoted from fire engineer to firefighter because he 

had failed to notify the district he was under investigation by state Emergency Medical Services 

until after the probe was completed and his paramedic license was revoked. 

He had come under fire from both the state and county EMS authorities in spring 2009 because 

he had not disclosed prior criminal convictions for fighting and had admitted to using cocaine 

and marijuana while licensed and employed as a paramedic, which the fire district noted in its 

demotion order. 

Stephenson was charged in 2004 with felony stalking and battery in two separate incidents, but 

took a plea deal in 2005 for misdemeanor fighting, as this news organization previously reported. 

An accusation filed by the state EMS alleges that in August 2004 he stalked his ex-wife by 

following her to a hotel and “confronted” responding officers. Three months later, according to 

the accusation from the EMS, Stephenson got into an argument with his girlfriend and shoved 

her into a dresser. 

He was convicted in both cases of misdemeanor fighting in plea deals with the Sonoma County 

District Attorney’s Office. 
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According to court records, fire officials told investigators this year that Stephenson’s job gave 

him access to pharmaceutical cabinets containing “highly addictive” drugs, and that he had a 

master key to all department fire units. Police suspected he used the key to steal drugs from 

prescription disposal areas, fire trucks and pharmaceutical bins at fire stations. 

At the time of his arrest, police seized hundreds of 5-milliliter and 2-milliliter vials of fentanyl, 

midazolam and other bottles of prescription medicines, as well as unused hypodermic needles, 

according to court records. Stephenson checked into a detoxification facility on Jan. 2, and a 

roommate reported finding the drugs hidden in one of his laundry baskets. 

“Stephenson’s promotion did not offer him lone access to narcotics. Such access was controlled 

by an oversight program administered by a narcotics control officer and overseen by medical 

staff and senior leadership,” fire district spokesman Steve Hill stated in a response issued this 

week. “However, the retirement of the narcotics control officer resulted in a short period when 

Stephenson was able to access narcotics with lessened oversight.” 

The statement also said that “As a result of this incident, we have put in place procedures related 

to further safeguard our operations from the actions of any employee seeking to subvert them.” 

Additional documents obtained through a public records request showed that other, lower-

ranking district employees recently signed “settlement and last chance agreement” forms with 

the district promising to behave better after they were caught selling or possessing human growth 

hormone while on duty between December 2016 and February 2017. 

The district redacted the names of those employees, saying in a letter that “The release of this 

information does not further any public interest and does not shed light on the District’s 

performance of its duties.” 

The district issued and signed four of those settlement agreements — two for employees who 

had apparently been selling human growth hormone and two for employees who allegedly 

possessed it. 

While Hill would not reveal specifics about the new safety procedures implemented after 

Stephenson’s arrest, he said the department “thoroughly examined all related security procedures 

and made a number of enhancements to narcotics access controls, logging and video 

surveillance.” 

The district immediately removed and reviewed all controlled substances from fire engines, 

trucks and rescue squad vehicles while it investigated the situation, and determined there had 

been no tampering of those drugs and “no compromise of public safety related to these 

medications occurred as a result of this incident.” 

Stephenson was not fired for the alleged offenses, Hill confirmed. He was placed on paid 

administrative leave on Jan. 7 this year but applied for retirement while on leave. 

“As a result … Jan.12 he was no longer an employee of the District and no longer subject to our 

internal investigation,” the statement confirmed. 



Washington Post 

California’s water infrastructure to be tested 

this spring as massive winter snowpack melts 

away  

 
Dangerously heavy amounts of snow are loading roofs in Truckee, Squaw Valley and South Lake Tahoe 

communities. (courtesy of Gary McLean, Mountain Valley Roofing)  

 

By Washington Post 

PUBLISHED: March 28, 2019 at 11:42 am | UPDATED: March 28, 2019 at 11:43 am 

By Mike Branom | Special To The Washington Post 

As waterlogged storms repeatedly pounded California this winter, social media was filled with 

variations on a distinct photo theme. The subject was a freshly-plowed road, wedged in between 

towering white walls of snow measuring 10, 20 feet tall. As long as vehicles had safe passage, a 

wintry trench would be fine – that snow had to go somewhere, after all. 

But with an early-spring heatwave in the forecast, it’s time to start thinking about what a massive 

amount of snowmelt will mean for the state – that water has to go somewhere, after all. 

Despite snowpack in the Sierra Nevada measuring 153 percent above normal, it should be noted 

up front that experts aren’t expecting anything too terrible for California. When the National 

Weather Service recently issued its spring outlook, only minor flooding was foreseen in the 

Golden State, unlike the deluges seen in the Midwest along the Mississippi and Missouri rivers. 
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Still, impact is assured from so much water trickling down mountainsides into streams and 

creeks, eventually joining a river before being captured in a reservoir or flowing all the way to 

the Pacific Ocean. And that doesn’t take into account the possibility of more storms, such as the 

one that lashed the Sierra Nevada foothills on Wednesday night, dropping up to 30 inches of 

snow in the higher elevations while also prompting the Weather Service to issue warnings for a 

tornado and flash flooding. 

The rebuilt spillway at Oroville Dam, America’s tallest, is about to get tested for the first time 

since it nearly failed with catastrophic results two years ago. Repairs involved more than 1.2 

million cubic yards of concrete – enough to fill 372 Olympic-size swimming pools. 

According to the Sacramento Bee, “residents downstream of the spillway are watching the 

spillway nervously. They’ve been skeptical about (California Department of Water Resources’) 

insistence that small amounts of water flowing down the spillway in recent weeks wasn’t from 

cracks or other problems. DWR says it’s normal seepage from the spillway gates.” 

This inevitable deluge will kick off another inevitability: debates over whether California does 

enough to capture and store runoff. As The Record of Stockton points out, the state’s last major 

reservoir project was New Melones on the Stanislaus River in Calaveras County – and it started 

filling in 1979. “Since then the state has gained about 15 million residents.” 

Possible improvements include constructing a series of smaller reservoirs on the eastern side of 

the Coastal Ranges, generally north of Sacramento, and maybe raising the height of Shasta Dam 

(at 4.5 million-acre feet the state’s largest reservoir). 

In November, the voters of Los Angeles County approved a property tax projected to raise 

hundreds of millions of dollars annually to capture and clean up stormwater. 

The coming heatwave, expected to peak on Sunday, is the work of a high-pressure ridge parking 

over the state. Offshore winds will keep marine air at bay, and high temperatures are expected to 

soar perhaps a dozen degrees past seasonal norms for the warmest day of 2019 so far. 

After the ridge fades, extended forecasts call for unsettled weather across the state – with the 

possibility of further rain/snow events. 



Western Water  

As Deadline Looms for California’s Badly 

Overdrafted Groundwater Basins, Kern 

County Seeks a Balance to Keep Farms 

Thriving  

WESTERN WATER SPOTLIGHT: Sustainability plans required 

by the state’s groundwater law could cap Kern County pumping, 

alter what's grown and how land is used  

March 28, 2019  

Gary Pitzer  

Water sprinklers irrigate a field in Kern County, in the southern region of the San Joaquin Valley. (Image: California 

Department of Water Resources.) 

Groundwater helped make Kern County the king of California agricultural production, with a $7 

billion annual array of crops that help feed the nation. That success has come at a price, however. 

Decades of unchecked groundwater pumping in the county and elsewhere across the state have 

left some aquifers severely depleted. Now, the county’s water managers have less than a year left 
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to devise a plan that manages and protects groundwater for the long term, yet ensures that Kern 

County’s economy can continue to thrive, even with less water. 

Exactly how sustainability will be achieved under the state’s 2014 Sustainable Groundwater 

Management Act (SGMA) is still to be determined. The Kern Groundwater Authority, formed in 

the wake of SGMA, is drafting a plan for much of the Kern subbasin, hiring consultants to model 

scenarios and holding stakeholder meetings to educate people about what’s ahead. Members of 

the authority’s board have listened to ideas such as groundwater transfers from within the basin 

that might help blunt the economic impacts from meeting SGMA’s requirements. 

Whatever plan is developed, the impact is likely to be significant: As much as 185,000 acres of 

Kern County crop land — roughly 20 percent of the county’s irrigated farm acreage — could be 

taken out of production to meet sustainable groundwater use requirements, according to a report 

by Alliance Ag Services, a brokerage and consulting firm in Bakersfield. 

“I haven’t heard an estimate yet that I thought was too high for the amount of land going out of 

production,” said Jason Selvidge, a farmer and board member of the Kern Groundwater 

Authority, the Groundwater Sustainability Agency (GSA) covering a large portion of the Kern 

subbasin. “I think it’s a big number.” 

Situated at the southern end of the San Joaquin Valley in the shadow of the southern Sierra 

Nevada and with Bakersfield as its anchor, Kern County is the top agricultural producer in the 

nation, with grapes, almonds and citrus leading the way. One in five jobs is directly or indirectly 

linked to the agricultural industry and five of the top 15 private employers in the county are 

agriculture-based, according to the Kern County Farm Bureau and the Kern Economic 

Development Corporation. 

SGMA will impact those figures. Despite being signed into law more than four years ago, the 

weight of the Act is beginning to be felt. Pumping restrictions will affect farm revenue, taxes and 

jobs. 

‘A Big Train Coming’ 

Farmers for the most part have absorbed cuts in water deliveries though smarter water use, but 

efficiency only goes so far before land must be fallowed, said Selvidge, who serves as vice 

president of the Rosedale-Rio Bravo Water Storage District, west of Bakersfield. In his case, that 

means moving away from lesser-value row crops such as corn and alfalfa. 

Kern is among 21 critically overdrafted basins statewide that are rapidly approaching a January 

2020 deadline to submit groundwater management plans to the state of California under SGMA 

with a goal of achieving sustainability by 2040. 

“Unfortunately, there are still a number of farmers who don’t have a very good understanding of 

it,” said Selvidge. He and his fellow board members at the Kern Groundwater Authority are 

making landowners and neighboring districts aware of what to expect. 
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“The ones that are out front have had some understanding for a couple of years now, but no one 

really knew how it was going to shape up,” he said. “They just knew there’s a big train coming 

down the track.” 

Christina Babbitt, who manages the California Groundwater Program at Environmental Defense 

Fund, acknowledged SGMA is likely to change how land is used, and that will affect rural 

economies. 

“We recognize SGMA could be a very big lift for many agricultural users and we need to think 

of ways to help soften the landing in these areas,” she said. Incentive-based strategies such as 

water trading may help soften the blow, Babbitt added. She praised efforts in Kern County to 

devise a workable sustainability plan. 

“There is a lot of speculation as to what’s going to happen in Kern County,” she said. “I really 

admire the leadership there to try to do what they need to do to get their plan accepted.” 

After a long history of treating groundwater as a virtually unregulated resource, California in 

2014 became the last Western state to regulate groundwater through SGMA, a bottom-up 

approach that requires local groundwater agencies like Kern to show how they will sustainably 

pump groundwater by 2040. 

 
Kern Groundwater Authority encompasses most of the Kern subbasin and is the umbrella groundwater planning 

entity for 16 public agencies. (Image: Kern Groundwater Authority) 

https://www.edf.org/people/christina-babbitt
https://www.watereducation.org/sites/main/files/imagecache/lightbox/main-images/gsa-in-the-kern-subbasin-3-2018-web-2.jpg
https://www.watereducation.org/sites/main/files/imagecache/lightbox/main-images/gsa-in-the-kern-subbasin-3-2018-web-2.jpg
https://www.watereducation.org/sites/main/files/imagecache/lightbox/main-images/gsa-in-the-kern-subbasin-3-2018-web-2.jpg
https://www.watereducation.org/sites/main/files/imagecache/lightbox/main-images/gsa-in-the-kern-subbasin-3-2018-web-2.jpg


The Kern Groundwater Authority is comprised of 16 public agencies, 14 of which are water 

districts. Each authority member is crafting its own approach to achieving sustainability as part 

of the larger plan that will be submitted to the state. The authority also is charged with ensuring 

coordination with other adjacent groundwater sustainability agencies. Each district has different 

water sources it will build from and officials will work with landowners to consider their fee 

structures for groundwater pumping. Some members of the Kern Groundwater Authority are not 

developing their own chapter for the Groundwater Sustainability Plan, instead participating in 

the chapter developed by a neighboring agency within the authority’s jurisdiction. 

There have been challenges. The Kern County Board of Supervisors decided last year that the 

county would not be a part of the Kern Groundwater Authority, saying it didn’t want to assume 

managerial responsibility — or the liability — for the acreage outside the jurisdiction of other 

water districts. Authority members fear the county’s action may cause the Kern Basin, the largest 

in the state, to be designated probationary, which would have a significant impact. 

Still, the authority expects to have a draft of its sustainability plan ready for public review by this 

August. 

Striking a Balance 

The 20-year path to sustainability will be an iterative process, said Jon Reiter, chief executive 

officer of Maricopa Orchards, a leading almond, pistachio and fresh produce grower in Kern 

County. 

“There is going to be a portion of the initial [plans] that are going to say, ‘Look, we have 20 

years to establish a path to sustainability and we intend to implement certain things,’” he said. 

“Maybe we are going to have an allocation of groundwater credits, we might have fees we are 

going to charge on pumping. We may have marketable credits. While that may be contemplated 

for the future, I don’t see a lot of it being implemented yet.”   

Eric Averett, general manager of the Rosedale-Rio Bravo Water Storage District (part of the 

Kern Groundwater Authority), likened the process to what people regularly experience with their 

household finances as they try to balance income and expenses. 

“I think most entities within the basin have a really good feel for what their water budget is,” he 

said. “The hard part is yet to come, which is, how do you balance it?” 

Formed 60 years ago as a groundwater recharge project, Rosedale-Rio Bravo, which receives 

water from the Central Valley Project, the State Water Project and the Kern River, makes few 

direct deliveries to customers. Rosedale replenishes groundwater mostly with imported supplies, 

which has helped keep its groundwater in balance for more than 25 years, Averett said. 

A big piece of the SGMA equation is establishing a regime under which growers manage the 

water beneath their feet. In Averett’s district, that means assigning water use on an individual 

basis. 



“Each parcel will have a water budget and we will provide information to the landowner so they 

can manage that budget,” he said. “The parcel is the bank account and we are the generous uncle 

who makes the deposit into the account and the uncle who looks at the account to make sure it 

never goes upside down.” 

Planning a water budget means incorporating a degree of adaptability and being ready for the 

inevitable periods of drought and wet years, said Selvidge, with the groundwater authority. The 

idea, he added, is to look at the long-term history of the basin, not what happened last year. 

Living Beyond Our Means 

Groundwater accounts for about 40 percent of all the water consumed in California in average 

years, and far more in drought years. Unlike surface water, which requires a permit to divert and 

use, landowners are allowed to pump as much groundwater as necessary, as long as it’s put to 

beneficial use. 

Overdrafting an aquifer – pumping more than is naturally replenished – has caused subsidence in 

many parts of the San Joaquin Valley, irreversibly in some spots. Landowners said they had no 

choice but to pump to stay in business, but lawmakers ultimately stepped in. 

According to Public Policy Institute of California’s 2019 report, Water and the Future of the San 

Joaquin Valley, the valley’s rate of overdraft has averaged about 2 million acre-feet each year for 

the past 30 years — or enough annually to fill San Luis Reservoir near Los Banos. Ending that 

overdraft could require taking at least 500,000 acres of irrigated cropland across the valley out of 

production. 

“The valley is at a pivotal moment,” Ellen Hanak, director of PPIC’s Water Policy Center, said 

at a Feb. 22 conference in Fresno. “This is a region that faces unprecedented challenges and 

inevitable change.” 

Reversing that overdraft is at the heart of the groundwater sustainability plans that each 

groundwater sustainability agency in California must prepare. Some of the plans will be “more 

aspirational than practical, but that’s OK,” Erik Ekdahl, deputy director with the State Water 

Resources Control Board, said at the Association of California Water Agencies’ legislative 

forum March 6 in Sacramento. 

The State Water Board will consult with the California Department of Water Resources on the 

validity of sustainability plans, a process that includes ensuring that basins with multiple plans 

have a coordination agreement between all the participants. 

“The plans have to work together and essentially function as one plan for the basin,” said Sam 

Boland-Brien, manager of the State Water Board’s Groundwater Management Program. And 

ideally, the plans will be comprehensive enough to avoid state intervention. 

“We want the problem solved and we obviously prefer [local officials] to succeed,” Boland-

Brien said, but “we are ready to step in if we have to.” 
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Challenges and Opportunities  

Trees bloom at a Maricopa Orchards property in Kern County. (Image: Maricopa Orchards) 

Like all growers, Maricopa Orchards’ Reiter decides on planted acreage depending on various 

circumstances, such as market conditions. “We take great efforts to not over plant,” he said. 

“Every tree we put into the ground, we look at where is that water coming from 10 years from 

now when that tree is mature.” 

With groundwater pumping likely to be limited at some point, Reiter has worked out deals for 

solar energy production on some of his land to gain an economic use that’s not reliant on water. 

That also allows him to shift the groundwater and surface water associated with that land to other 

planted acreage. 

Reiter believes the implementation of SGMA plans is the beginning and not the end of the 

process. 

“SGMA is creating some challenges, but it is also creating some opportunities and those who see 

the future are going to be well-poised to manage through it,” he said. “We are in the transition 

mode, we are not in the transformation mode yet.” 

 

https://www.watereducation.org/sites/main/files/imagecache/lightbox/main-images/reiter---kern---20190226_074511-web.jpg
https://www.watereducation.org/sites/main/files/imagecache/lightbox/main-images/reiter---kern---20190226_074511-web.jpg
https://www.watereducation.org/sites/main/files/imagecache/lightbox/main-images/reiter---kern---20190226_074511-web.jpg


Los Angeles Times 

U.S. sues California over river flow standards 

By Bettina Boxall  

Mar 28, 2019 | 7:35 PM  

 
In a lawsuit, the federal government says California's new flow standards for the Stanislaus River will interfere with 

operation of the New Melones Dam and reservoir. (Al Seib / Los Angeles Times) 

The federal government Thursday added to the pile of lawsuits challenging new state 

requirements to boost river flows in order to help struggling fish populations. 

The U.S. Department of the Interior, which manages California’s largest irrigation supply 

project, argues that the flow standards will interfere with its operation of the New Melones Dam 

and reservoir on the Stanislaus River. 

The federal complaint, filed in both state and federal court, is the 11th lawsuit launched against 

the State Water Resources Control Board since it voted in December to require greater flows in 

the Stanislaus and two other tributaries of the San Joaquin River. 

Like the other lawsuits, the new Interior complaint argues that the board did not adequately 

analyze effects of the new rules under the California Environmental Quality Act. 

“The environmental analysis by the California State Water Resources Control Board hid the true 

impacts of their plan and could put substantial operational constraints on the Department of the 

Interior’s ability to effectively operate the New Melones Dam, which plays a critical role in flood 

control, irrigation, and power generation in the Sacramento region,” Assistant U.S. Atty. Gen. 

Jeffrey Bossert Clark said in a statement. 
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State water board attorneys said they could not comment on the litigation. 

Nearly a dozen lawsuits have been filed by groups on all sides. Conservation groups argue that 

the standards aren’t strong enough, while users of river water say they will force draconian cuts 

to their supplies. 

The litigation was expected because the new state standards represent an unprecedented move to 

reduce river use by San Francisco and some of the oldest farm irrigation districts in California. 

Indeed, opponents argued last year that if the board adopted stronger flow requirements, it would 

start a years-long legal war. 

To avert that, state officials are trying to negotiate settlements that would relax the flow 

requirements if water users agree to significant habitat restoration that would increase salmon 

populations. 

The Interior lawsuit marks another skirmish in the ongoing battle between California and the 

Trump administration over environmental regulations. 

In a separate matter, the water board is expected to vote next week on rules that would strengthen 

state protections for wetlands and seasonal streams that will lose federal protections under a 

rollback of the Clean Water Act. 
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East Bay critics blast area emergency 

housing plan  

Orinda Watch gassroots group hosts forum on compact 

 
Dennis Richards, a San Francisco Planning Commission member, tells a town hall crowd Thursday in Orinda how 

SB 50 could impact the city. SB 50 is part of the CASA Compact, a set of emergency housing policies proposed by 

Bay Area lawmakers. Richards warned that SB 50 would take away local control, lead to higher-density housing and 

could potentially triple the population of Orinda. (Jon Kawamoto/Bay Area News Group)  

 

By Jon Kawamoto | jkawamoto@bayareanewsgroup.com | Bay Area News Group 

PUBLISHED: March 29, 2019 at 8:44 am | UPDATED: March 29, 2019 at 7:05 pm 

ORINDA — More than 120 people at a town hall meeting Thursday night heard criticism of Bay 

Area emergency policies to address the housing crisis — known as the CASA Compact — that 

speakers maintained could lead to higher-density housing structures, alter the city’s population 

and semi-rural character, and take local control out of the hands of city officials. 

Dennis Richards, a San Francisco Planning Commission member and one of the speakers, gave a 

detailed criticism of SB 50 by state Sen. Scott Weiner, D-San Francisco, saying the bill “will 

have the biggest impact on your lives since Prop. 13,” and could potentially lead to housing that 

would double or triple Orinda’s population and affect all its neighborhoods. 

“We don’t have any local control left under SB 50,” Richards said. “You can’t say no to projects 

(under the bill).” Richards described SB 50 as Sen. Weiner’s “real estate bill.” 

https://www.eastbaytimes.com/author/jon-kawamoto/
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The affluent city currently has 18,936 residents. 

According to California YIMBY, which supports SB 50, Sen. Weiner’s proposal includes: the 

ability for cities to quickly approve new housing near transit stations; protections for renters 

against displacement and eviction, including a ban on demolishing housing occupied by renters; 

incentives for developers to build more market-rate and affordable housing; and the elimination 

of parking requirements, which the bill calls outdated and also leading to more driving and 

climate pollution. 

Supporters of SB 50 include Oakland Mayor Libby Schaaf; San Francisco Mayor London Breed; 

Los Angeles Mayor Eric Garcetti; Sacramento Mayor Darrell Steinberg; Emeryville Mayor John 

Bauters; Michael Lane, policy director of the Non-Profit Housing Association of Northern 

California; BART board of directors; Natural Resources Defense Council; California PIRG 

(Public Interest Research Group); Environment California; University of California Student 

Association; and AARP (American Association of Retired Persons) California. 

The town hall crowd, most of whom identified themselves by a show of hands as house owners, 

attended the town hall sponsored by Orinda Watch, which describes itself as a volunteer, 

nonpartisan group made up of mostly Orinda residents. 

“We believe that many aspects of the CASA Compact, SB 50 and the related bills are extremely 

radical and authoritarian, and are an attempt to take away the control from the local citizens, and 

give the decision-making authority to a group of bureaucrats, who will have low accountability 

to anyone,” the group said in a statement distributed at the meeting. 

The CASA Compact is a set of policies to address the housing crisis. It could require Bay Area 

cities to impose emergency rent caps, welcome in-law units and pay into a regional pot to fund 

those changes. 

The plan was written by the Committee to House the Bay Area, which includes elected officials 

from the region’s largest cities and other cities, transportation agencies, nonprofit groups, 

housing developers, local tech companies and others. The group was formed by the Association 

of Bay Area Governments and the Metropolitan Transportation Commission. 

So far, Bay Area lawmakers have introduced 13 bills to implement the CASA policies. But 

officials in many smaller Bay Area cities say they weren’t invited to the table and their interests 

weren’t taken into account, although the Committee to House the Bay Area includes a 

representative from Rohnert Park, which has less than 43,000 residents. 

The MTC endorsed the plan in December, and ABAG approved it in January. 

Almost as soon as the plan was unveiled, some smaller cities started gearing up for a fight. In the 

past month, elected officials in Orinda, Lafayette and Moraga criticized the issue at a meeting in 

Lafayette, maintaining that it would take away local control over housing. 

Dr. Scott Zeller, a health care executive, medical researcher and physician who has lived in 

Orinda for 20 years, served as the town hall moderator. He described the CASA Compact as a 

“sledgehammer approach” to the housing crisis and said, for him, “local control is the big issue” 



because under the new proposed laws, the state — not the cities — would call the shots on 

housing. 

“This is an amazing city that we live in,” Zeller said, saying that Orinda’s character was at stake. 

“It’s so different than the rest of the Bay Area.” 

In his report, Richards said Orinda, under SB 50, was particularly vulnerable to increased 

housing because it was classified as a jobs rich, transit rich and having high quality bus access as 

well as having excellent schools. 

During the town hall meeting, one of the speakers, Zelda Bronstein, a former chair of the 

Berkeley Planning Commission, said former Orinda mayor and current council member Amy 

Worth had “sold out” by giving approval to the CASA Compact. Worth sits on the MTC as the 

Contra Costa County representative. 

Worth, who was in the audience, addressed the crowd, saying that the MTC wrestled with 

approving the CASA Compact and said it was a “compromise” decision, and she said she always 

favored public input and reaction to the plan. 

In addition to SB 50, speakers also criticized two other bills that are part of the CASA Compact: 

AB 1487, which would authorize a new regional housing agency governed by an unelected board 

with the power to levy taxes, issue debt and impose zoning standards in the nine-county Bay 

Area; and ACA 1, which would amend the state Constitution to increase the legally bonded 

indebtedness of cities. It would also lower the voter requirement to 55 percent — from the 

current two-thirds — for bonds and affordable housing projects. 

The town hall panel speakers offered no concrete options to the CASA Compact to address the 

housing crisis. Orinda Watch says its mission is to present information. 

In a handout, Orinda Watch encouraged residents to write state senators and the Orinda council 

members to “kill SB 50 and the related bills.” 
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Retiring East Bay fire chief Jeff Carman: ‘No 

two days were ever same’  

ConFire leader since 2013 heads into retirement 

 
Retiring Costa County Fire Protection District Fire Chief Jeff Carman gives a speech during the Changing of 

Command Ceremony at Fire Station 10 in Concord, Calif., on Friday, March 22, 2019. The ceremony featured the 

swearing-in of Costa County Fire Protection District’s new Fire Chief Lewis Broschard. (Doug Duran/Bay Area 

News Group)  

 

By Rick Hurd | rhurd@bayareanewsgroup.com | Bay Area News Group 

PUBLISHED: March 29, 2019 at 12:27 pm | UPDATED: March 30, 2019 at 9:38 am 

Perhaps it was fitting that on his last day-long shift as the chief of the Contra Costa County Fire 

Protection District, Jeff Carman was the first one on the scene at a fire. 

“The thing that I’ll take,” he said as me mulled his retirement after 36 years fighting fires and 

overseeing those who do, “is that no two days were ever the same.” 

Thus, the challenge of settling into a lifestyle in which many of the days are alike. Carman 

celebrated his final official day Friday as the district’s fire chief, a position he’s held since 

October 2013. Lewis Broschard will take over Monday after being appointed by the district’s 

Fire Board of Directors. 

But as those days unfold, those who remain at ConFire — a district that will open its 26th station 

in May and covers 804 square miles in and around the 19 cities in Contra Costa County — settle 

into into the realization that in a very real way, their days won’t ever be the same. 
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Retiring Fire Chief Jeff Carman receives an honorary hatchet to commemorate his retirement from the Contra Costa 

County Fire Protection District.   

“He was very involved in every aspect of the operation,” Assistant Fire Chief Aaron McAlister 

said. “He was never a corner office guy. He worked very deliberately with everyone. There were 

a lot of times he went to the kitchen tables in the stations and tell the guys, ‘Tell me what’s going 

on, tell me what’s you need.’ It’s inspiring.” 

It’s also expected to be lasting. Broschard said upon the change that he expects a smooth 

transition and that he leadership values won’t change. That said, he acknowledged that the shoes 

he fills never have been bigger. 

Carman leaves behind a list of achievements that are staggering. 

To wit: 

• He created the ambulance transport “alliance” between ambulance companies and the 

district in 2016 that improved response times and response-compliance from 90 percent 

to 97 percent effeciency). Carman called this model —  one of the most efficient in the 

country — “probably my proudest accomplishment. That program was really fun to put 

together, and there’s no telling how many lives it has saved. 

• He led the department out of the Great Recession of 2008, re-opening shuttered stations 

and fire companies. That period of recovery also included the opening of three new 

divisions: Emergency Medical Services, Training and Safety, and Communications. 

• He brought about initiatives such as fire apparatus and operational safety programs and 

enhanced annual medical exams. 

There were down times, too. The revelation that the chief of the district’s EMS team was given a 

job with access to narcotics even though his bosses knew he previously had been in drug-related 

trouble, was a troubling and embarrassing one. That former EMS chief is fighting embezzlement 

and drug possession charges. 
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New Fire Chief Lewis Broschard receives his new badge at a ceremony last week to commemorate his new position 

beginning Monday. 

“I have had the great good fortune to work with the very best people imaginable,” Carman said 

Thursday through spokesman Steve Hill. “But, they are also human and are going to face 

challenges and experience weaknesses. People make mistakes, and when they do, we hold them 

accountable. But, we also monitor their performance and when warranted we give them another 

chance. Any leader of any organization anywhere is going to face employee-related trials, but 

thankfully, these situations have been minimal and far outweighed by the hundreds of district 

personnel performing to the highest possible standards.” 

Carman’s standards also were incredibly high. 

“This has become a cutting edge, benchmark organization,” said McAlister, who came to the 

district in 2016 after running the Fire Departments in Dixon and Winters. “There’s three things 

you oversee in the job. The people, the equipment and the facilities. Chief Carman always knew 

what was going on in those three areas every day. … It inspired me to be a better leader.” 

Now, the challenge for Carman becomes leaving it behind. He’ll spend his days in Redding with 

his wife, Susanne, “the rock of our family,” he said, where he says he will take the lessons of 3 

1/2 decades and apply them to a new phase of his life. 

 “As I reminisce, I realize how it’s been about the people,” he said. “It’s taken everybody to be 

able to do the things (the district) has done, and the relationships that I’ve formed, you hope they 

last a lifetime.” 



East Bay Times 

Bob Schroder, 90, former Walnut Creek 

mayor, county supervisor, dies  

He entered local politics at a time of rapid change 

 
Downtown businessman and former Walnut Creek councilman Bob Schroder has seen first hand the growth and 

success of downtown Walnut Creek. He passed away this week, his family said. (File photo by Contra Costa 

Times/Susan Pollard)  

 

By Erin Baldassari | ebaldassari@bayareanewsgroup.com | Bay Area News Group 

PUBLISHED: March 30, 2019 at 4:02 pm | UPDATED: March 31, 2019 at 10:20 am 

WALNUT CREEK — Bob Schroder, who served as an elected official in the East Bay for more 

than three decades, died Friday at his home in Walnut Creek at 90, his son, Rob Schroder, said 

Saturday. 

The senior Schroder sat on the Walnut Creek City Council for 16 years, followed by an equally 

long stint as a Contra Costa County Supervisor, said his son, who followed in his father’s 

footsteps to become the mayor of Martinez. Elected to the council in 1960, Schroder stepped into 

local politics at a time when the community he was raised in was undergoing rapid change. 

Born in San Francisco in 1928, he moved with his family to Walnut Creek at the age of 2, when 

the city was a small town, dominated by sprawling walnut groves and pear orchards, Rob 

Schroder said. But then the freeways came, and so, too, did more and more people. It wasn’t long 

before the BART station opened in 1973 and the bucolic agrarian community transformed into a 

bustling hub of business and a growing suburban community of big city commuters. 
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“Now, I think of Walnut Creek like Beverly Hills with Neiman Marcus and all that stuff,” Rob 

Schroder said. “Over my lifetime, it changed tremendously, but during my father’s time, it 

changed even more.” 

Always community-minded, with a conservative bent to his politics but an eye for getting things 

done, Schroder Sr. Schroder served as a volunteer firefighter before venturing into politics, his 

son said. 

Pat Keeble, the former politics editor for the Contra Costa Times, said that Schroder made it his 

job to shepherd the new growth and development his community was experiencing. 

“He was kind of a pioneer in an era when politics in this area was changing and becoming more 

prominent as the population increased,” Keeble said. “He had a vision for what was needed in 

the area as it grew.” 

And the city needed more of everything, Keeble recalled: more money for more housing, more 

streets and more roads, more schools and more parks. He was on top of it all. 

“It required an awful lot of planning and cooperation,” Keeble said, adding that Schroder Sr. 

took his experience in Walnut Creek to the Board of Supervisors, as Contra Costa County found 

itself growing up around Walnut Creek. “He was really on the front lines to help it develop in an 

orderly manner.” 

Though Schroder’s son says he often disagreed with his father when it came to national or even 

local politics, ideology didn’t interfere with the older man’s ability to focus on the nuts and bolts 

of running the city and the county. 

“He put all that aside, and whatever was important to him, he pursued,” Schroder said. 

That sometimes meant working with political opponents on issues that were important to him, 

such as advocating for children and families, his son said. He added that his father cared deeply 

about open space preservation, quality development, and transportation, the latter of which 

earned him the nickname “Mr. Transportation,” a moniker that is still emblazoned near the 

Pleasant Hill BART station, on the walking and biking suspension bridge which affectionately 

bears his name. 

Schroder served on the Metropolitan Transportation Commission and was the founding chairman 

of the Central Contra Costa Transit Authority, known today as County Connection. 

“He had a drive to serve the public and make Walnut Creek a better place,” his son said. “And he 

laid a lot of the groundwork that made Walnut Creek what it is today.” 

Schroder leaves behind his wife, Francis Stanley Schroder, his son, and two daughters, Susan 

Mendes and Sharon Schlagel. There will be a memorial service at Saint Paul’s Episcopal Church 

on Trinity Avenue in Walnut Creek, but as of Saturday afternoon, a date and time had not yet 

been set. 



East Bay Times 

City manager who changed face of Pittsburg 

dies at 89  

Anthony Donato is credited with bringing big redevelopment 

money to the city 

 
Pittsburg City Hall in 2016. (Bay Area News Group Archives/ Sam Richards)  

 

By Judith Prieve | jprieve@bayareanewsgroup.com | Bay Area News Group 

PUBLISHED: April 1, 2019 at 4:39 pm | UPDATED: April 3, 2019 at 7:54 pm 

PITTSBURG — Downtown Pittsburg would look quite different today if not for S. Anthony 

Donato, the city’s controversial city manager who aggressively sought state redevelopment 

money to transform dilapidated areas more three decades ago. 

Donato, Pittsburg’s city manager from 1969 to 1995, and later Brentwood’s acting city manager, 

died at his Concord home on March 23. He was 89. 

Taking advantage of loopholes in state law, Donato managed to get 90 percent of Pittsburg 

designated as a redevelopment area so property tax revenue could be diverted to pay for renewal 

of blighted areas and more. The strategy brought in almost a half a billion dollars for 
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redevelopment during his tenure, far more than what most other Contra Costa County cities 

received. 

Donato also pushed for low-interest mortgage bond programs, one of which resulted in a 

conflict-of-interest charge against him in the early 1980s when he obtained a low-interest loan to 

build his home. 

To some, Donato was a visionary who guided Pittsburg’s revitalization. To others, there was 

nothing to like about tearing down and rebuilding almost everything from the waterfront to 

Eighth Street in the 1980s and 1990s. 

Under redevelopment programs, which began in 1945, cities and counties could declare 

neighborhoods blighted to divert new property tax dollars from the schools, counties and special 

districts to finance renewal projects. 

“You can’t go through a whole process that was that dramatic without having people be upset,” 

said Joe Canciamilla, a former Pittsburg councilman and mayor. “Some people lost homes, had 

to give up properties that had been in their families for some time. It was a challenging period for 

a lot of people.” 

Yet, Canciamilla said, the city “would have looked like a very different place if not for 

redevelopment,” noting a large part of money went into infrastructure, including replacing aging 

sewer and water lines downtown. 

“Tony was somebody who pushed the envelope and took chances and was committed to making 

Pittsburg better,” he said. “ …Anything that was there that built up the image of one part of town 

would benefit the entire community.” 

Donato’s methods and those of other cities were so aggressive that the state eventually restricted 

the kinds of projects redevelopment money could be used for, and in 2012 Gov. Jerry Brown 

dissolved redevelopment agencies altogether. 

City Manager Garrett Evans, however, called Donato the “visionary behind redevelopment.” 

“The impacts of redevelopment in Pittsburg are profound,” Evans wrote in a statement. “Without 

redevelopment, one could postulate that Pittsburg would not have the marina, California Theatre. 

And almost every other building in the downtown has received rehabilitation assistance: Vidrio, 

Buckley Square, City Hall, Pittsburg Center BART Station, Pittsburg Power Company (Los 

Medanos Energy Center, Delta Energy Center, Trans Bay, Island Energy), Railroad and Harbor 

grade separations, Auto Mall, Kirker Creek flood control — and countless other improvements.” 

Mary Erbez, a former Pittsburg city clerk, assistant city manager and city councilwoman, worked 

with Donato for 26 years, much of the time on redevelopment. 

“I said, ‘Are you sure we can do this?’ ’’ Erbez said. “He said, ‘This city is dying and I am not 

going to let this happen.'” 



Erbez recalled speaking to “dozens and dozens” of people, and while some had misgivings, most 

supported the projects, she said. 

“It was something he (Donato) decided that was necessary to bring the city back to life,” Erbez 

said. “If that money wasn’t there, no way would they be able to do all that they did.” 

Erbez called Donato a “tough but fair” boss who had a great sense of humor. He also worked 

hard to make sure the workforce was diverse and reflective of the community, she said. 

City treasurer Nancy Parent said Donato had “real vision” for what the city could be, noting that 

even beyond redevelopment, he made contacts with the state that brought low-interest loans for 

such areas as the marina, where 1,000 slips would be built. 

“He always gave credit to the council for things he came up with,” she said. “And, if things 

didn’t go right, he’d take responsibility for it. … He was a champion of public service.” 

Robert Soderbery, former public services director and assistant city manager, called Donato the 

city’s “unsung hero,” noting that because he was shy and “not a socializer,” few really 

understood all that he did for the city. 

“A lot of people didn’t understand. Banks weren’t really excited about (investing in) downtown 

Pittsburg back then. It has come a long way,” Soderbery said. 

While not good with a hammer, Donato was a “whiz with finances,” Soderbery said, recalling he 

“went to war” to get money from the federal government to expand the city’s water treatment 

plant — and won. 

“Some thought he was a big dictator, but when you got to know him, he was a big pussycat,” 

Soderbery said, adding there was much more behind Donato’s “rough, grumbly exterior.” 

“You could argue with Tony, and he’d listen to reason and change his mind,” he added. “All he 

wanted to do was better this community, and he did.” 

But at one point, Donato’s connection with a mortgage bond program in the early 1980s that was 

intended to provide low-interest loans to rehabilitate blighted neighorhoods got him in some hot 

water. 

Following a Contra Costa Times’ investigation, prosecutors in 1983 filed a civil complaint 

accusing Donato and then-councilman Joseph Siino of conflict of interest, saying that the state 

Political Reform Act barred them from benefiting from the council’s 1980 decision to expand the 

boundaries of the Marks-Foran loan program to include areas where they later built homes. 

Donato got an 8.15 percent loan and Siino an 8.5 percent loan when 15.5 percent was the norm. 

Siino later sold his duplex, while Donato refinanced his new home and paid civil penalties to 

avoid a trial. At the time, he said he thought he could participate, having received a legal opinion 

from the program’s attorney. 



In 2014 there was an effort to name a park after Donato, partly because of his work with 

redevelopment, but it never came to fruition. Donato did not like being in the spotlight, his 

friends said. 

“He had the foresight, strength and will to do what he had to be done for our community and 

that’s his legacy,” Erbez said.” 

Donato is survived by his wife, Alice; son James; daughters Valerie Siino and Antonia Donato; 

and several grandchildren. 

Services were held Saturday in Lafayette. 

Staff writer Daniel Borenstein contributed to this report. 
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Broschard formally takes over county's largest fire
district
By Nick Marnell

The torch was passed from outgoing Fire Chief Jeff
Carman to his successor, Deputy Chief Lewis Broschard,
at the Contra Costa County Fire Protection District
Change of Command ceremony March 22 in front of
dozens of friends, officials and family members. 

"From the time I began here, I knew that Lewis would be
my successor," Carman said, as the two semifinalists for
the fire chief position in 2013 became not only
synchronous coworkers but good friends as well. "I hope
he gets a deputy chief that he can count on as much as I
have."

Broschard vowed to continue the positive momentum of
the district, and promised to maintain the high level of
public trust that the district has realized under Carman.
He also said he will continue to advance one of Carman's
top priorities as chief.

"Relationships are special and relationships are
important, and I will continue to foster them," Broschard said. "I look forward to our becoming the premier
fire district we all strive for."

Reach the reporter at: nick@lamorindaweekly.com
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East Bay Times 

Sierra Nevada snowpack at 161 percent of 

normal  

With robust snowpack, state uses Oroville Dam spillway for 

first time since it failed in 2017 

 

(L-R) Michael Sabaggian, Deputy Director of Security and Emergency Management for the California Department 

of Water Resources (DWR), Bianca Sievers, Special Assistant to DWR Director Karla Nemeth, (far right) Andrew 

Resing Water Resources Engineer, DWR Snow Survery Section, assist John King, water Resource Engineer, DWR 

Snow Survey Section during the fourth snow survey of the water year. The manual survey recorded 106.5 inches of 

snow depth and a snow water equivalent (SWE) of 51 inches, which is 200 percent of average for this location. The 

survey was held approximately 90 miles east of Sacramento off Highway 50 in El Dorado County on April 2, 2019. 

(Dale Kolke/California DWR)  

By Mark Gomez | mgomez@bayareanewsgroup.com | Bay Area News Group 

PUBLISHED: April 2, 2019 at 2:13 pm | UPDATED: April 3, 2019 at 9:48 am 

The most important snowpack survey of the season in the Sierra Nevada was recorded Tuesday 

at 161 percent of the historic average, the fourth best reading in 40 years and good news for the 

entire state. 

California’s water supply for the next year is almost in ideal shape, and the rainy season isn’t 

over, with yet another atmospheric river storm forecast to arrive Friday. 
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“With full reservoirs and a dense snowpack, this year is practically a California water-supply 

dream,” Department of Water Resources Director Karla Nemeth said in a statement. “However, 

we know our long-term water supply reliability cannot rely on annual snowpack alone. It will 

take an all-of-the-above approach to build resiliency for the future.” 

State water officials consider the annual April 1 snowpack reading in the Sierra Nevada to be the 

most important of the year for planning summer water supplies across California. The April 

survey typically takes place when the snowpack is at its deepest and the water content, a key 

indicator for water supply, is at its highest for the season, according to the DWR. 

After more rain in the Bay Area and snow in the Sierra Nevada mountains Tuesday, Wednesday 

is expected to be dry. Thursday, a weak system is forecast to move through the region, just ahead 

of a weak atmospheric river on Friday that is expected to deliver a good soaking across the Bay 

Area. 

Estimated rainfall totals from the ‘atmospheric river’ range from 1 to 1.5 inches in the North 

Bay, a half-inch to 1 inch around San Francisco, and one-quarter to three-quarters of an inch in 

the South Bay, according to Matt Mehle, a meteorologist with the weather service. 

Since the start of the water year Oct. 1, San Francisco has received 23.27 inches of rain, just shy 

of its annual average of 23.65 inches. San Jose has received 14.82 inches (annual average is 

14.90) and Oakland 18.57 inches (20.81 average). 

Tuesday’s snowpack measurement at the Phillips Station in El Dorado County off Highway 50 

was done in front of journalists and broadcast live on the DWR Facebook page. Officials 

measured 106.5 inches of snow depth; the snow water equivalent, meaning the amount of water 

in any given area if the snow was all melted, was 51 inches. 

“Our April survey is very significant because this is typically when we see the deepest snowpack 

with the most water content,” said Chris Orrock, a dwr spokesman. “Our water managers use that 

to judge what type of melt off we’re going to get as we get into the warmer, drier summer 

months.” 

Since 1980, the statewide snowpack through April 1 has measured 160 percent of normal or 

higher just four times, according to data from the DWR, which conducted Tuesday’s 

measurement. The largest snowpack over the last nearly 40 years was 1983 at 227 percent; in 

2017, the snowpack measured 159 percent of average. 

The snowpack is an important factor in determining how the DWR manages California’s water 

supply. The Sierra snowpack supplies about 30 percent of California’s water needs as it melts in 

the spring and early summer to meet water demands in the summer and fall. 

Every winter, around the start of each month, state water officials and other scientists from more 

than 50 local, state and federal agencies collect data from more than 300 locations throughout 

California. 



State water officials said this year’s snowpack was fueled by more than 30 “atmospheric river” 

storms, including six in February that blanketed the Sierra Nevada with as much as 25 feet of 

snow. 

In some years, California only sees six such storms, according to Kristopher Tjernell, the deputy 

director for integrated watershed management. 

“These heavily water-laden storms combined with below average temperatures” have this 

winter’s robust snowpack, Tjernell said. 

However, Tjernell offered a reminder that California is just four years removed from the driest 

April 1 snowpack on record, just 5 percent of the historic average in 2015. 

“These highs and lows are anticipated to be even more extreme as climate change increasingly 

affects our communities,” Tjernell said. 

Tuesday, the state’s largest six reservoirs currently were at between 81 percent (Oroville and 

Don Pedro) and 132 percent (Melones) of their historical average capacities for this date. 

Lake Shasta, California’s largest surface reservoir, was 89 percent full, or 112 percent of its 

historical average. 

Tuesday, state water managers for the first time opened the doors of the newly rebuilt main 

spillway on the Oroville Dam, which failed two years ago and caused the evacuation of 188,000 

people in Butte County. 

Lake Oroville, which is nine miles long and a key water supply for California cities and farms, 

was 81 percent full Tuesday (106 percent of normal for this time of year) and rising. With a 

series of storms this week, including a weak atmospheric river, state water managers released 

water to keep space in the lake for additional rainfall and melting Sierra snows later this spring. 

Just before 11 a.m., water from Oroville reservoir was released down the main spillway at an 

estimated rate of about 8,300 cubic feet per second. 

Staff writer Paul Rogers contributed to this report. 

https://www.mercurynews.com/2019/04/02/reconstructed-oroville-dam-spillway-used-for-first-time-since-february-2017-crisis/?preview_id=5970111


LAMORINDA WEEKLY | ConFire reopens reserve fire station near Lamorinda

file:///C/Users/Andy/Documents/Web/Lamorindaweekly/archive/issue1303/pdf/ConFire-reopens-reserve-fire-station-near-Lamorinda.html[4/2/2019 11:05:44 AM]

Reserve firefighters sworn in at March 11
reopening of Fire Station 19 in Briones Photo
courtesy Steve Hill ConFire

Published April 3rd, 2019

ConFire reopens reserve fire station near Lamorinda
By Nick Marnell

The Contra Costa County Fire Protection District added
further protection from a wildland fire roaring into
Lamorinda when it reopened refurbished Fire Station 19
in Briones, less than four miles from the Lafayette and
north Orinda borders. The rededicated reserve station
lies in a rural area west of Briones Regional Park, and
will be staffed by ConFire reserve firefighters.

"We are celebrating not only the reopening of Fire
Station 19 but of the ConFire reserve program," said
then-Fire Chief Jeff Carman at the March 11 dedication
ceremony. 

Battalion Chief Paul Silva and Capt. Sam Nichols
revamped the reserve program, which had been placed
on the back burner after the Great Recession, adding 11
new firefighters who went through an orientation
program that included CPR, communications and
wildland training. Each reserve must commit up to six
hours a week at the station. "Someone will be here

regularly," Silva told the attendees. 

The station has been updated, and ConFire purchased and equipped a new Type 6 wildland firefighting
engine dedicated for the reserve program. The small, nimble engine used in wildland settings like Briones
will be the front-line engine for the station, which also houses a Type 3 wildland firefighting engine. The
Type 6 engine is the only one of its kind in the district.

"There were a lot of false starts, and there was a lot of frustration with the fire district," Carman said, as he
tried to assure the local residents that ConFire is committed to staying in Briones and providing continuous
service. "With all of the wildfire threats, I am much more relaxed knowing that we have coverage here."

Fire Station 19 is located on Garcia Ranch Road, just east of Bear Creek Road in Briones.

Reach the reporter at: nick@lamorindaweekly.com
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County agency reports challenges faced by Lamorinda
municipalities
By Nick Marnell
Lamorinda municipalities provide sufficient public services but, though in good financial shape for the most
part, are deficient in some areas, according to a Contra Costa County report that analyzed services provided
by each of the county's 19 cities and towns and four of its community service districts. 
The report, the Municipal Services Review, was published under the direction of the Local Agency Formation
Commission, an agency that regulates boundaries and service areas in Contra Costa County. Categories
covered in the document include demographic information, governmental structure, capacity to deliver
adequate service and the financial condition of each public entity. "The MSR serves as a resource to help the
public better understand how municipal services are provided," says the document introduction. 
Likely of surprise to no one is that in all three Lamorinda municipalities there are fewer jobs than there are
housing units. Data in the MSR was compiled for 2010 and projected for 2040, with Lafayette and Moraga
coming just under a 1:1 ratio of jobs-to-housing units by 2040. Orinda projects at under 80 percent jobs-to-
housing for the same period. Similar data was presented by all three Lamorinda municipalities as a rebuttal
to the regional housing plan developed by the Metropolitan Transportation Commission, which called for
more housing units in Lamorinda.
Unlike the 2009 MSR, which provided an exhaustive listing of all government functions and services, the
updated report also pointed out specific deficiencies in the management of each public entity. 
Lafayette was noted for its capital spending not keeping up with asset depreciation, and failing to maintain
current infrastructure needs. According to the report, Lafayette has identified only $1.7 million out of the
$2.3 million needed to maintain its roads at the pavement condition index of 77, exceeding the 75 target set
by the MTC. 
"City Engineer Mike Moran has been working with the Capital Projects Assessment Committee to develop
cost estimates for the future maintenance of our roads in order to maintain the PCI at an acceptable level,"
said Niroop Srivatsa, Lafayette interim city manager. "CPAC and Mike will present their report and findings
at the April 22 Council meeting."
Sharing the lower than acceptable PCI standard was Moraga, which was also cited for its shortage in capital
funding. Broadband service delivered to the town as reported by the East Bay Broadband Consortium does
not meet standards set by the California Public Utilities Commission, and the town's unfunded pension
liability, which could increase from $250,000 to $770,000 in four years, "may reduce funding for other
priorities," according to the MSR. Moraga officials did not respond to requests for comment on the report by
press time.
Orinda broadband service did not measure up to CPUC minimum standards, and the city CPI index was the
lowest in Lamorinda at 60. The LAFCO report faulted Orinda for late issuance of its comprehensive annual
financial report and recommended that the city "could incorporate changes to improve the transparency of
its financials," finding fault with the readability of certain financial tables in the CAFR.
City Manager Steve Salomon blamed the late CAFR on the 2017 Miner Road sinkhole and its commensurate
challenges, and also that Orinda went two months without a financial manager and changed city managers
that year. "Orinda has been spending a huge amount of money on our roads. By next year, the residential
component will be complete, and the city is on a path to be one of the best-rated in the Bay Area," Salomon
said.
Overall, the MSRs concluded that the Lamorinda municipalities appear to be in good enough financial
condition to continue providing services and to accommodate infrastructure expansion, improvements or
replacement over the next five years.
"MSRs provide a wealth of information," said Lou Ann Texiera, LAFCO executive officer. "The MSRs are
interactive reports with input from the local agencies under review. LAFCO welcomes comments and input
from the public."
All three Lamorinda agencies are expected to present the MSRs for review at public meetings, and LAFCO
will hold its own public hearing April 17. The final MSRs should be available in June.

Reach the reporter at: nick@lamorindaweekly.com
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MOFD short-term finances sluggish, long-range
forecast improved
By Nick Marnell
By Nick Marnell

A conservative 10-year financial forecast shows the Moraga-Orinda Fire District with a lower than desired
general fund balance, but a more upbeat projection has the district hitting its general fund balance goal of
50 percent of revenue by 2028. District administrative services director Gloriann Sasser presented the
numbers at a March 20 public workshop, and the district board is expected to adopt the financial plan at its
April 17 meeting.
MOFD revamped the format of its Long Range Financial Forecast, most notably lowering the outlook from 15
to 10 years. It also provided two projections - one using a 3 percent increase in annual property tax
revenue, and the other using a 4 percent increase. Property tax revenue has risen on average just under 5
percent a year for the past four years.
Highlights of the forecast include the payoff of the $13 million balance of the district pension obligation bond
in 2023, and the continued funding of both the pension stabilization and retiree health care trusts. The
pension trust was created to offset the unrealistic projections provided by the district pension administrator,
the Contra Costa County Employees' Retirement Association, which had forecast a 7 percent gain on its
investments for 2018, far higher than the actual 2.7 percent loss. 
MOFD also uses a more conservative formula to calculate its net pension liability than does CCCERA. Rather
than the 7 percent figure the pension plan administrator uses, the district assumes a 6.25 percent discount
rate on future obligations and a 6.25 percent investment earnings rate, the same figure MOFD uses to
calculate its retiree health care liability. Between the required annual CCCERA payments and the money the
district places into its pension and retiree health care trust funds, MOFD forecasts that it will pay down
nearly $35 million of its current $49 million net pension liability and $11 million of its $14.8 million retiree
health care liability by 2029. 
Using the forecast of a 3 percent property tax revenue increase, the district projects a deficit into 2022,
partly due to pension bond and trust fund payments, and its capital projects fund shows a deficit in eight of
the next 10 years. Through 2029 the number of district personnel remains at 78, including 57 on-duty
firefighters and three battalion chiefs. The rebuild of Fire Station 41 and the district administration building
is planned for 2019.
The projection for the current fiscal year, ending June 30: Total general fund revenue of $24.7 million, with
expenses of $23.5 million, and a general fund balance of $6.4 million.

Reach the reporter at: nick@lamorindaweekly.com

back 

Copyright  Lamorinda Weekly, Moraga CA

file:///C/Users/Andy/Documents/Web/Lamorindaweekly/html/home.html
mailto:nick@lamorindaweekly.com
file:///C/Users/Andy/Documents/Web/Lamorindaweekly/archive/issue1303/MOFD-short-term-finances-sluggish-long-range-forecast-improved.html


San Francisco Chronicle 

SF supervisors oppose Wiener’s new housing-

near-transit bill, but there’s wiggle room 

Dominic Fracassa April 4, 2019 Updated: April 4, 2019 9:14 p.m.  

San Francisco appears all but certain to oppose a divisive state bill that would allow denser 

housing to be built around transit hubs and job centers, a measure that has again exposed the 

volatility of land use politics in a city straining to confront a critical housing shortage. 

A resolution by Supervisor Gordon Mar opposing the bill, SB50, has support from an eight-

member supermajority on the board, dealing a symbolic but notable blow to the measure’s 

author, state Sen. Scott Wiener, D-San Francisco. 

The Government Audit and Oversight Committee, which Mar chairs, voted 2-1 Thursday to send 

a resolution opposing SB50 to the full Board of Supervisors next week. The dissenting vote was 

from Supervisor Vallie Brown, who expressed some reservations about the bill, but said it would 

be better for the city to be “at the table” with Sacramento legislators, rather than foreclose on the 

measure altogether. 

“We need bold proposals, and not just here. We need to have the rest of the Bay Area and 

California get into gear” around housing, she said. 

Mar’s resolution rebuffs SB50 in its current form, but he didn’t preclude the possibility that, with 

some amendments, he could come around to the measure. 

The bill cleared the Senate Housing Committee on Tuesday, and Mar said it is important for the 

city to register its opposition as the bill moved through the legislative process. 

The legislation is similar to an ill-fated bill Wiener introduced last year, one that also was 

rejected by the supervisors after an intense debate. But the mounting pressures of the state’s 

housing crisis appear to be shifting attitudes toward the measure statewide, if not among San 

Francisco’s supervisors. 

In a recent state-of-the-city poll commissioned by the San Francisco Chamber of Commerce, 74 

percent of the survey’s 500 respondents said they’d support the bill, which many proponents see 

as critical to addressing California’s housing drought. 

The bill has also been endorsed by San Francisco Mayor London Breed, Oakland Mayor Libby 

Schaaf, San Jose Mayor Sam Liccardo, and the mayors of Los Angeles, Stockton and 

Sacramento. It’s also backed by the BART Board of Directors and the nonprofit Natural 

Resources Defense Council. 
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Mar’s resolution, however, echoes the deep-seated concerns of many of SB50’s critics. 

Few dispute the need to build more housing, particularly around public transit corridors to reduce 

car commuting. But the bill’s opponents believe SB50 doesn’t do enough to protect 

neighborhoods from displacement brought on by possible construction booms. Many also blanch 

at the prospect of ceding local control over the city’s development to a state law. 

“We should increase density, especially near transit, and we should update our zoning to allow 

this. But we should do this through a robust, community-led process ... not mandates handed 

down from Sacramento,” Mar said. “The question isn’t whether we should build more housing or 

not — we must. It’s about what we build, how and for whom.” 

SB50 has also drawn opposition from several San Francisco tenant advocacy groups, who 

anticipate a mushrooming of luxury housing development squeezing out low-income 

communities if the bill passes. Many believe SB50 does not do nearly enough to exact greater 

concessions from developers in return for clearing the way for them to build in more places. 

“The problem is it starts from the wrong place,” said Deepa Varma, executive director of the San 

Francisco Tenants Union. “It doesn’t start from a place of, ‘We need to build affordable housing 

and keep people in their homes.’ It starts from a place of ‘how do we incentivize development 

and reward developers.’” 

Wiener’s bill is complex, but its intent is simple: prevent local zoning laws from blocking 

housing construction near public transit and job centers. The legislation would keep cities from 

restricting density within a half-mile of a rail station and a quarter-mile of a high-frequency bus 

stop. 

It also raises height limits to roughly four stories within a half-mile of fixed-rail stops and about 

five stories within a quarter-mile of them. The city would retain the ability to conduct 

environmental, design and other reviews and would keep in place its rules around affordable 

housing rates for new developments. 

A spokesman for Wiener said the senator was waiting for the full board’s vote to weigh in on the 

resolution. But in a public exchange of correspondence between Wiener and Mar in recent days, 

Wiener said that “if the Board of Supervisors were to adopt your resolution and oppose SB50, 

San Francisco would be aligning itself with some of the wealthiest and most housing-resistant 

communities in California” that are opposing the bill. 

He also said places like the Mission, Chinatown, South of Market and the Tenderloin would be 

“minimally impacted, if at all,” because those neighborhoods are already zoned as densely or 

more densely than his bill would require. 

“Historically, low income communities have disproportionately been zoned for density, while 

wealthier communities have not,” he said. 



Some of SB50’s backers also see opposition to the bill as a way to launder an aversion to denser 

development — particularly in places populated with single-family homes, which in San 

Francisco have become a symbol of wealth and exclusion to many pro-housing advocates. 

Supervisor Sandra Lee Fewer, who represents the Richmond District, rejected that notion. 

“Come and see who lives in my neighborhood,” she said in an emotional delivery during the 

committee meeting. “Talk to me about the seniors who are living under the federal poverty line 

who are eating cat food for dinner.” 

Fewer said she supported Mar’s resolution rejecting SB50 because she doesn’t believe that 

simply building more housing, without the right tenant protections, would benefit the city. 

“It’s not just about production. It’s about preservation, and it’s about protection,” she said. 



East Bay Times 

Ground sinks in downtown Moraga; city 

blocks off area  

10-foot-long depression is 75 feet from where costly sinkhole 

opened in 2016 

 
Reports of the ground sinking were reported on this private property within the landscaped median. The area is 10 

feet long, 3 feet wide and has sunken 18 inches, according to Moraga Public Works Director Edric Kwan. Moraga 

officials are concerned about the ground movement because it concerns Moraga because of potential impacts on the 

town’s storm drain system. (Town of Moraga)  

 

By Jon Kawamoto | jkawamoto@bayareanewsgroup.com | Bay Area News Group 

PUBLISHED: April 5, 2019 at 6:21 am | UPDATED: April 6, 2019 at 5:31 am 

MORAGA — Ground sinking 18 inches near the busy Rheem Valley Shopping Center have 

prompted Moraga officials to block off the affected area amid concerns about the potential 

impacts on the town’s storm drain system. 

The depression, about 10 feet long and 3 feet wide, is in a landscaped median on private property 

off of Center Street near Rheem Boulevard, Moraga Public Works Director Edric Kwan said in 

an email. Moraga is concerned because the depression is above a 96-inch storm drain culvert, he 

said. 
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It is also about 75 feet from where heavy rains caused a 15-foot deep sinkhole in March 2016 at 

Center and Rheem. That sinkhole — nicknamed “Sinky the Sinkhole” — ended up swallowing a 

traffic signal, huge pieces of sidewalk and a Pacific Gas & Electric junction box. 

That sinkhole cost $2.9 million to repair. Moraga used developer fees, general fund reserves, and 

gas and county transportation taxes to pay for the repair work. Moraga held a dedication 

ceremony for the repaired sinkhole in November 2017. 

Kwan said the ground depression was reported March 26 by the homeowner. 

“In an abundance of caution, two private driveways and the right-turn pocket (bike lane) from 

Center Street onto Rheem Boulevard were cordoned off,” Kwan said in his Wednesday email. 

He said that street access is being maintained to the private property and to the Rheem Valley 

Shopping Center. 

Moraga staff did a video inspection of the culvert Monday, and consultants are analyzing the 

video, Kwan said. 

Kwan said city workers do not yet know what caused the ground depression. 
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