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During winter 2022, California experienced an 
unprecedented bout of climate “whiplash” — one 
of its wettest starts to a season in state history, 
followed by a record-setting three-month span of 
almost no rain or snow. This type of feast-or-famine 
water cycle in California is becoming a regular 
occurrence and is exacerbated by the changing 
climate, meaning these events are increasing in 
severity and duration.

Water managers also are dealing with regulatory 
challenges while responding to environmental 
conditions, such as overdrafted groundwater basins, 
dried-up wells and subsiding lands, saltwater 
intrusion due to rising sea levels, and lower water 
tables. The growing list of manmade chemicals that 
degrade water quality is another concern. More 
frequent and intense wildfires contaminate reservoirs 
with ash and sediment runoff, making the water 
difficult to treat and causing plastic distribution 
pipes to melt from the intense temperatures and 
releasing contaminants into drinking water systems. 
The list of issues grows longer, and many of these 
problems were not predicted when California built 
most of its water conveyance structures and systems 
several decades ago.

Because California’s water picture will be forever 
altered, the state must fundamentally change how 
it manages water for human and environmental 
purposes. California’s water infrastructure and 
facilities — a complex and interconnected web 
of reservoirs, pipelines, canals, and groundwater 
storage — are ill-equipped to capture climate change 
and will not be able to keep pace to adequately 
serve its existing population and agricultural needs. 
We need to take big and bold action now.

State and Federal Governments Have Provided 
Funds and Planning Documents, But More Is 
Needed

The state of California certainly is aware that action 
is needed to advance broad water resiliency goals. 
Former Governor Brown and Governor Newsom 
have led efforts to develop documents that can help 
advance a sustainable water future, most recently 
with Governor Newsom’s Water Supply Strategy. 
In addition, the Newsom Administration and the 
Legislature worked together to recently appropriate 
billions of dollars for water infrastructure, new 
supplies and treatment, and the Biden Administration 

worked with Congress to allocate significant 
additional dollars for California’s water system. There 
also have been several statewide efforts meant 
to expand research, enhance understanding, and 
initiate action to ensure California’s water system can 
adapt to competing demands and drier conditions. 
However, more funding is needed to implement the 
actions in the planning documents.

The Path to Success

The most important thing to keep in mind on the 
path to success is recognizing that all of us — state 
and federal governments, urban and agricultural 
water suppliers, farmers and water agency 
customers, and ecosystems — are in this together. 
The way forward must be focused on collaboration 
and a willingness to move past an “us versus them,” 
“fish versus farmers,” “more water equals more fish” 
and similar unconstructive slogans of the status 
quo. As the past few years have shown, drought can 
have devastating effects on all sectors of California’s 
economy and environment. Conversely, everyone 
wins when we plan for a sustainable water system.

Top priorities to achieve long-term success and 
create a sustainable water future should be to:

• Provide significant and sustained funding

• Increase water supplies

• Implement cost-effective demand management

• Accelerate and expand incentives

• Provide regulatory certainty and encourage 
collaboration

• Streamline permitting/CEQA exemptions

Immediate action is needed to address these 
priorities because the ongoing drought and its many 
effects on California are literally a natural disaster 
in slow motion. The same urgency is needed to 
address California’s drought as in the aftermath 
of other more quickly occurring catastrophic 
emergency events. CMUA urges the state to continue 
making water policy a top priority and work with 
water managers and other stakeholders to create a 
sustainable water future for all.

To read more about CMUA’s recommendations in this 
area, please visit our website to read CMUA’s full Big 
and Bold Policy Paper.

https://www.cmua.org/big-and-bold-water-actions

