                                                                  WATER AND LAND USE

Recently, a friend of mine sent an email asking “what are the three most important water issues facing Calaveras County”.  My response was land use, land use and land use.  I don’t mean to minimize the importance of other issues such as drought response, water quality, costly infrastructure replacement, unfunded mandates or spiraling costs of service because in the immediate world of water service and management all these things and more are constantly in front of us.  

What I was implying in my response was that for all intents and purposes the future track of water management in Calaveras County; the costs of doing business, the placement of service infrastructure, the management and planning decisions that go into how we develop our water resources in the future are all dependent upon the choices we make today.  These choices, I believe are directly associated with our land use planning.

Let me share a couple of my assumptions with you before I develop my argument.  

First, water is the most importance resource we have (not excluding air).  2500 years ago the Greeks knew it and it has been the source of success and ultimate failure of numerous human societies in the long course of our history.  

Second, we have as individuals, up until now, taken our water resources for granted.  It’s always been there, ever present, providing a backdrop for all our actions. Rarely has water ever been the primary focus or basis for our thinking or planning.  Recall when your car radiator has boiled over or you forgot to water your house plants; the resulting disaster was more of a nuisance or an anomaly than the result of poor planning.  In daily life we’ve always taken our water for granted.  

Third, at a societal level, there seems to be a historic disconnect between water resources and land use planning.  The notion that water has always been there, will always be there and we just have to get on with business was one of the basic tenets of our recent planning history.  If we didn’t have water where we wanted to grow we just shipped it.  If we had to plan for periods of low water supply we just impounded it.  If water was not publicly available we’d just drill a well to secure a water supply.  Additionally, our waste, a natural byproduct of life, was just dumped into the ground or sprayed on to fallow ground and forgotten about.  If we just threw enough money at a water resource problem we’d solve it.  (Interestingly, this mind set regarding money is pervasive in our society.)

Fourth and final, we’ve based our planning on the notion that we have plenty of water and will always have plenty of water.  We made the desert bloom was a common boast.  And we did.  History will record our successes with water management and manipulation as one of the great wonders of human achievement. This is a feat that will rank with the Egyptian Pyramids and with Roman roads and aqueducts.

It’s funny how reality has a way of raising its ugly head.  The cost of developing and maintaining our water infrastructure (both locally and elsewhere) has become prohibitively expensive.  The current drought has raised our awareness that we may be facing a paradigm shift in how we regard our water resources.  Water really is finite.  The old solutions for water management don’t work any longer and we need to view our choices with a different lens if we’re going to succeed in the future.  We need all the tools in the toolbox to use a popular expression.  The problem is, because we have become so complacent doing things the old way, we don’t know what those tools are.

You might ask, why all this background if you’re talking about land use.  The answer is simple.  All planning involves using certain assumptions that form the basis for the decision making process.  I think I’ve shown that some of the assumptions we operate with may not be correct or are outdated.  It’s time for a reevaluation and revision if these old assumptions don’t work any longer and I don’t think they do.

Sadly, the notion of “five acres and independence” doesn’t work any longer.  The finite nature of our water supply and the burgeoning costs of our infrastructure require us to look at how we plan for future growth.  We can no longer afford large lot developments that create a water service system that is too expensive to maintain.  Depletion of our groundwater supply in the absence of public infrastructure has created a great burden in other parts of Ca. and it’s only a matter of time until the stresses on our groundwater supply will happen in Calaveras. Unfortunately for some this has already begun.

  To provide a public source of water to these folks experiencing groundwater loss is currently prohibitively expensive. There does exist, at this time, at least two solutions to this problem.  (In the future there may be more).  Both entail land use decisions.  The first would be to create a land use plan that would allow development out to the residences so that an economy of scale would be in place to bring affordable water to those who currently have no water.  The second solution would be to put in place a groundwater recharge system that would allow for the recharge of the dry wells.  This would necessitate identifying recharge basins and a means to getting surface water to the basin.  This is a land use decision.  Not only do we have to identify the recharge basin and develop a means for protecting it, we also have to get the water to the recharge basin.  Are we going to use engineered infrastructure or are we going to use the natural infrastructure such as our ephemeral streams?  These are all land use decisions that need to be vetted publicly, with as much transparency as possible, so all the ramifications of the choices and clearly understood.  The land use choices could be preserving open space on the site of identified recharge basins or putting in pipes that would require a utility easement and quite possibly involve a “taking” of private land which would require a just compensation.  Or it could entail special routing that has minimal impact on private lands.  Once again, this is a land use decision.

We can no longer afford the historic and prohibitively expensive water supply projects that were the norm in the mid 20th century.  Massive storage systems that captured an infinite supply of water no longer work.  Why?  Because they’re too expensive and we finally realized we don’t have an infinite water supply.  Small surface storage systems would be difficult to create as well.  Why?  For the same reason, they’re too expensive.  There would be no economy of scale.  What’s the solution?  I’ve mentioned groundwater recharge.  That’s one solution but it will have to be developed through land use planning.  Another solution would be how we manage our soils and canopied forest lands.  The choices we would make would entail land use decisions.  It would require long term open space protections which would be a land use decision.  In this instance, however, I don’t think a “taking” would occur because the opportunity for income would be enhanced through water supply protections, carbon sequestration and sustainable forestry management.  

The few examples I’ve given only scratch the surface of the options available to sustain and make affordable our water supply now and into the future.  What they all have in common is land use and land use decisions. Acknowledging the critical importance of water when these decisions are made will allow us to avoid the unfortunate pathways that have created the current crisis in water management and the out of control costs that plague the water industry.

In a recent interview, a fellow director at CCWD, Jeff Davidson, used the term “water-centric”.  I think this is an important term.  If we begin our thinking about water and land using the word “water-centric” we will begin to create the pathways in Calaveras County that will give us an assured water supply and the desired quality of like we all want.

