
  

 
Evening Tribune (San Diego, CA) 

Water agencies brace for crisis 
San Diego among six counties in state facing cutbacks  
Michael Richmond Tribune Environment Writer   
Published: April 12, 1988 
With drought conditions tightening their grip on California and much of the West, water agencies are 
stepping up conservation efforts and developing plans for rationing if the situation worsens.  
In an unprecedented move, the Los Angeles-based Metropolitan Water District took steps yesterday that 
could lead to reduced water supplies for farmers in San Diego and five other Southern California counties 
served by the district. 
The agency, which is required to give a year's notice before cutbacks can be implemented, scheduled a 
public hearing on the matter for May 9. 
Metropolitan spokesman Tim Skrove said the agency expects it will be able to get through 1988 without 
rationing either urban or agricultural users. It plans to increase conservation programs, he said, and to 
make other contingency plans for the future. 
The water outlook for California and many other Western states is a bleak one, according to water and 
agricultural officials throughout the region. The critically dry conditions already have reduced the 
availability of hydroelectric power purchased from Northwestern Utilities by San Diego Gas & Electric Co. 
and other California utilities. 
Rainfall and mountain snow packs are running below normal for the second year in a row. And National 
Weather Service forecasts call for continued dry weather and warmer-than-normal temperatures at least 
through mid-June, which is the start of the normal dry season. 
Also, what little snow pack remains is being soaked up "like a sponge" by the dry soil before it reaches 
streams and reservoirs, said Barbara Sarantitis, a hydrologist in the Western regional office of the U.S. 
Soil Conservation Service in Portland, Ore. 
She said California and Nevada both experienced "massive deterioration" in snow levels over the past 
two months. Much of Washington, Oregon, Nevada, California and Wyoming are experiencing drier-than-
normal conditions, she said, as well as parts of Utah, Colorado, Arizona and New Mexico. 
Bill Helms, of the California Department of Water Resources in Sacramento, said the state's snow pack 
as of April 1 was only 30 percent of normal and rainfall was 75 percent. 
"On the west slopes of the Sierras, precipitation was 65 percent of normal and that's basically our bucket 
where most of our water supply reservoirs are to collect snow and rainfall runoff," said Helms. 
"It means we are really short of water this year." 
He said a wet 1986, which resulted in increased reservoir storage, helped the state get through 1987, 
which also was classified as "critically dry." 
Helms said that as of yesterday, no cutbacks were contemplated in State Water Project deliveries from 
Northern California. A formal announcement, however, is expected within a few days, he said. 
The possibility of mandatory reductions by the Metropolitan Water District for agricultural users next year 
is expected to be "a hot potato," according to Skrove of the MWD. 
Scheduling a public hearing on the issue marks the first time since the district began operation 47 years 
ago that such a step has been initiated. 
The MWD made it through the 1976-77 drought by calling for a 10 percent across-the-board voluntary 
reduction in water use by all of its customers. 
Skrove said urban water users served by the MWD have a higher priority than agricultural users who 
account for only about 11 percent of the agency's deliveries. 
The MWD supplies San Diego County with about 90 percent of its water. It imports water from Northern 
California via the State Water Project and from the Colorado River. 
Although runoff in the Colorado River basin is down from previous years, there still is a surplus available, 
and Metropolitan intends to pump heavily from the river to reduce its need for Northern California water. 
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Skrove said that while deliveries from the state project are not expected to be reduced, "it puts us in kind 
of a precarious situation going into next year." 
He said storage levels in reservoirs are expected to be about half of what they should be by summer's 
end. And if the rainy season does not materialize next fall, there is a potential of a 50 percent reduction in 
agricultural deliveries and a 30 percent reduction in municipal deliveries. 
The cutback to farmers could be as much as 80 percent under the "worst case" scenario, Skrove said. 
Any reductions would be done selectively, he said, with annual row crops to be affected before tree crops 
such as citrus or avocados. 
The curtailments could not occur until next year and then only if the drought conditions have worsened, 
Skrove said. He said that if farmers were not given notice now of possible cutbacks, the district by law 
would be precluded from implementing the reductions next year. 
Charley Wolk of Fallbrook, president of the San Diego County Farm Bureau, said later yesterday that 
curtailment of water to farmers here would have a major impact and would affect not only farmers but 
related businesses such as suppliers and trucking companies. 
The county's crop production is valued at more than half a billion dollars annually. Asked how farmers 
would react to mandatory cutbacks, Wolk said, "What choice do we have? It's the law." 
He said San Diego County may have an advantage, however, in that it is able to draw on water supplied 
by MWD from the Colorado River, which this year is not experiencing a critical shortage. 
A spokesman for the San Diego County Water Authority, Bob Melbourne, said meanwhile, that the 
agency figures there will be "some tight days" in the coming months. 
During warm, Santa Ana conditions, for example, some agencies may not get all of the water they would 
like, said Melbourne, acting chief engineer for the authority. 
"We can only pass so much water through certain points of the system," he said. 
It will mean that some agencies may have to rely on their own water storage for longer than they would 
like. He noted, however, that some communities have only one or two days of storage capacity of their 
own. 
A number of water agencies in the county are considering adoption of water-use restrictions which would 
be triggered if shortages occur. One contingency plan being studied in the East County by the Helix 
Water District could result in criminal prosecution for violators. Another plan, to be considered at an April 
27 meeting, calls for imposition of charges to customers who use excess amounts of water. 
In Los Angeles, the city's Department of Water & Power is asking its 1.3 million customers to cut back 
their water use by 10 percent, and it is requesting that restaurants not serve water to customers who do 
not ask for it. The Los Angeles agency also will be buying more water from the MWD because of less-
than-normal runoff in the Owens Valley where the city obtains the bulk of its water. 
Meanwhile, farmers elsewhere in the state are already suffering because of the dearth of rainfall or soon 
will be, said William DuBois of the California Farm Bureau in Sacramento. 
He said some farmers served by irrigation districts will face water-supply reductions because the districts 
do not have full reservoirs to start the summer and no immediate prospects for additional water. 
Dry-land farmers such as wheat growers are among those who will be hurt by the prolonged drought, 
DuBois said in a telephone interview from his Sacramento office. 
"They haven't had enough rain to make seed on their wheat crops. They'll probably be cutting their crops 
for hay instead, and it will make very poor hay because there won't be enough seed in it to bring the 
protein level up," said DuBois. 
Cattlemen and sheep raisers who depend on non-irrigated, range-land grasses to fatten their livestock 
also will be in serious trouble if conditions don't improve, he said. 
Ranchers normally count on field grasses in the summer and hay during the winter for feeding their stock, 
and some won't have sufficient hay to carry them through an extended drought, he said. 
"Consequently, a lot will send their cattle to market or to feed lots, and when they all hit the market it will 
have an effect on prices and will be a lousy year," said DuBois. 
Farmers fortunate enough to be near the Colorado River won't have it hard at all, thanks to ample water 
flows in the river. They include growers in the the Imperial, Palo Verde and Coachella valleys. "They won't 
even know there's a drought," said DuBois.  
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