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Each day in California, energy is needed to move, 
treat, and use water. Drought, climate change, water 
quality and resource availability all impact when, 
where and how much of this energy use occurs. 
While this issue can be complex, the graphic below 
helps to clarify the origin and purpose of the state’s 
overall water-related energy use. 

About 12 percent of the state’s total energy is used 
for the distribution, treatment, and end uses of water. 
Of this 12 percent, about 2 percent of the state’s 
total energy is used for transporting and treating 
California’s water supplies; the rest goes to water 
end uses (i.e., in-home, businesses, and farm uses).

Diverse Water Portfolio Needed to Reliably Meet 
California’s Water Needs 

Water agencies rely on a diverse portfolio of 
sustainable supplies to not only address energy 
use, but also for purposes such as water quality, 
reliability, infrastructure, and operations. To be 
resilient to future uncertainties, a portfolio may 
include groundwater, water reuse, stormwater, 
desalination, and conservation savings — as well as 
more traditional sources like surface water, some of 
which can be imported. While demand reduction is 
typically the least energy-
intensive option and there 
are many benefits to water 
conservation, it also must 
be augmented by other 
supplies to ensure reliability 
in meeting water demands. 
The availability of multiple 
sources is particularly 
important for water 
agencies in drought years.

Limiting supply choices 
or requiring a utility 
to sequentially secure 
additional water supplies 
or develop a new resource 
based on a single factor 
— such as energy use 
— could have serious 
unintended consequences 

for the communities that water agencies serve. 
These consequences could include water quality 
degradation, water infrastructure failures, or even 
interruption of service. 

In order to protect and make the most efficient use 
of California’s water resources, future legislative and 
regulatory proposals should provide water agencies 
with the flexibility to develop a water supply 
portfolio that is tailored to local and regional needs. 
A focused, local approach is the most effective 
way not only to save energy, but also to ensure a 
long-term, reliable and efficient water supply for 
customers and the environment.

A Positive Impact on the Water-Energy Nexus

Even though energy intensity is just one of the 
numerous considerations when securing water 
supplies, water agencies carefully and consistently 
review opportunities to reduce energy use and the 
resulting greenhouse gas emissions (GHGs): 

• Irvine Ranch Water District installed the largest 
network of energy storage systems at a public 
water agency in the United States. The cutting-
edge project will enable IRWD to store energy, 
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making it available to reduce demand from 
the grid without interrupting operations and 
reducing the need for additional supply from 
fossil fuel generation. The system will provide 
cost savings, help stabilize and balance demand 
on the grid, and advance IRWD’s sustainability 
efforts.

• Western Municipal Water District invested in 
two one-megawatt solar installations located 
at the Western Riverside County Regional 
Wastewater Treatment Plant (WRCRWA) 
and Western Operations. At their production 
peak, these cost-effective solar projects offset 
25 percent of the power needed to operate 
WRCRWA and 75 percent of the power 
needed for pumping at the operations facility. 
These offsets deliver multiple benefits: saving 
$434,000 in annual operating costs, helping 
stabilize rates for customers, and cutting 340 
tons of GHG emissions every year.

• Placer County Water Agency operates the 
Middle Fork Project (MFP), a multi-purpose water 
supply and hydro-generation project designed 
to conserve and control waters of rivers and 
streams. The MFP seasonally stores and releases 
water to meet consumptive demands within 
western Placer County and generates power for 
the California electrical grid.  

• Los Angeles Department of Water and Power 
has saved 642,000 MWh over a three-year period 
through water conservation, enough to power 
107,000 homes in Los Angeles for one year. 

• The San Diego County Water Authority is 
pursuing the development of a pumped storage 
facility near San Vincente Reservoir that could 
yield 500 megawatts to supplement the region’s 
energy needs during peak demand periods and 
generate up to eight hours of stored energy, 
enough to supply approximately 325,000 homes 
annually. 
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