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Governor Newsom in 2018 signed landmark 
legislation to put California on a path to “Make 
Conservation a California Way of Life.” AB 1668 
(Friedman) and SB 606 (Hertzberg) were the result 
of two years of negotiations by many stakeholders 
representing the water sector and environmental 
community. It set up a structure for urban and 
agricultural water suppliers to further their water-
use efficiency efforts. One of the legislation’s main 
outcomes will be the development of “water use 
objectives” for urban suppliers. The objectives 
are comprised of several elements: indoor water 
use, outdoor water use (including commercial, 
industrial, and institutional “CII” customers with 
dedicated irrigation meters), and water loss. Water 
suppliers are committed to continue advancing 
water use efficiency in their systems, and it 
is important to consider the impacts of these 
ambitious objectives so the state is positioned well 
for a sustainable transformation.

Elements of the Water Use Objective

Indoor Water Use

The Department of Water Resources (DWR) was 
tasked with conducting studies on a standard that 
would more appropriately reflect best practices 
for indoor residential water use than the standard 
adopted in the Water Code. Based on the results 
of the studies, DWR, together with the State Water 
Resources Control Board (State Water Board), 
submitted a joint recommendation to the California 
Legislature on indoor residential water use 
standards. The Legislature, then, may act to revise 

the standards in the Water Code based on DWR’s/
State Water Board’s recommendation. In summer 
2021, DWR held stakeholder meetings to solicit 
feedback on the conducted studies and proposed 
standards. Despite receiving comments requesting 
additional studies on the impacts to water systems, 
DWR affirmed the studies conducted satisfied 
what was required in law. On November 30, 2021, 
DWR and the State Water Board submitted a 
joint report to the Legislature proposing indoor 
residential water use standards of 55 gallons 
per capita per day (gpcd) until 2025, 47 gpcd 
starting in 2025, and 42 gpcd starting in 2030. 
In 2021, Assemblymember Friedman introduced 
AB 1434, which is intended to implement these 
recommendations. Now that the report is final, 
expect related legislation to return in 2022. 

Outdoor Water Use

DWR, in coordination with the State Water Board, 
also was tasked with developing recommendations 
on standards for 1) outdoor residential water 
use, 2) standards for CII outdoor irrigation of 
landscape areas with dedicated irrigation meters 
(DIM) or equivalent technologies, 3) appropriate 
variances, 4) guidelines and methodologies 
that identify how an urban retail water supplier 
calculates its urban water use objective, and 5) 
performance measures for CII water use. DWR is 
working to finalize its recommendation to submit 
to the State Water Board. Once the State Water 
Board receives the final recommendation from 
DWR, the State Water Board will initiate formal 
rulemaking on these standards.
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Water Loss

Based on SB 555 (Wolk, 2015), DWR initiated 
regulations related to water loss audits. In 2019, 
the State Water Board began its process to 
develop water loss performance standards. In the 
development process for AB 1668/SB 606, water 
loss was incorporated as an element of the urban 
use objective but was on a separate regulatory track.

The State Water Board has now initiated formal 
rulemaking on its Water Loss Control Standards 
to comply with the original legislation. The draft 
regulations require water suppliers to meet 
individual numeric volumetric standards for real 
water loss and apparent water loss; comply with 
data submission requirements; and annually 
submit registry of breaks, repairs, and estimated 
water losses. An initial 45-day comment period 
is open until mid-February 2022 and may be 
extended depending on comments received 
and the potential need for substantial revisions. 
The current form of these regulations include 
some flexibility for water suppliers (such as an 
opportunity to adjust individual standards), 
variances for adverse circumstances, an offramp 
for water loss lower than 16 gallons per service 
connection per day, and a compliance plan option 
for suppliers with a 30% water loss reduction 
standard requirement.

Water Supplier Considerations

The current recommendations and proposed 
regulations outlined in this document in part 
reflect water use trends, but there also are very 
important factors affecting water suppliers and 
their customers that must be considered.

The intent of having multiple elements in a water 
use objective, enforceable as an overall number, is 

for water suppliers to have flexibility in determining 
what element(s) to focus on to meet their objective. 
However, as the state continues its work, each 
element is being ratcheted down to the point where 
there might not be the flexibility the legislation 
envisions. For example, the water loss performance 
standards are not based on a determination of 
what is efficient, but rather a specific number for 
each supplier. Many water suppliers have reduction 
requirements, but if a water supplier has low levels 
of loss, the water supplier’s standard meets its 
current level of loss, which would eliminate any 
flexibility in that part of the standard.

In addition, the proposed indoor and outdoor 
standards also are well below many suppliers’ 
current levels. It is clear the legislation was 
intended to increase water use efficiency in the 
urban sector, which is critical as California endures 
another drought and long-term impacts from 
climate change. But it is important to consider 
the adverse impacts as well when developing the 
objectives’ elements. These impacts include more 
concentrated wastewater, reduced availability of 
recycled water, tree health and increasing “heat 
islands.” Besides the possible water quality, supply 
and carbon sequestration effects, these changes 
will come at a significant cost and work against the 
affordability of water. 

To help address these concerns, CMUA 
recommends substantial funding to help with 
infrastructure improvements and rebates, along 
with more consideration of these impacts when 
finalizing the regulations. These actions will help 
ensure water suppliers can maintain affordable, 
reliable and sustainable service as they endeavor 
to meet the state’s goal of Making Conservation a 
California Way of Life.


