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Water Politics are Hot Again 
Competing proposals reach boiling point, then fizzle

BY  RACHEL PRINGLE

The words “water policy” often prompt 
snores among citizens and politi-
cians alike. However, with recent TV 

ads evoking the dreaded name of Hurricane 
Katrina, voters are starting to pay attention. The 
commercials claim a Katrina-like disaster could 
strike California, destroying the state’s levees 
and fresh water supply, and a recent federal 
court ruling has brought state water policy to a 
boiling point. 

In August, Judge Oliver Wanger ruled to 
restrict pumping water from the Sacramento-
San Joaquin Delta, the hub of California’s water 
supply, to protect the delta smelt, a tiny endan-
gered fish. The decision could cause the state 
to lose 14 to 30 percent of the Delta’s water 
supply, according to the Metropolitan Water 
District in Los Angeles. 

In response, Senate President Pro Tem Don 
Perata (D-Oakland) authored SB 1002, which 
passed the legislature on September 20. The bill 
would allocate $610 million from bonds passed 
by voters for immediate water investments and 
flood protection. 

Governor Schwarzenegger, however, has 
yet to sign it. Instead, he introduced his own 
plan on September 18, in a special session to 

address the state’s water problems. The $9 
billion water infrastructure proposal includes 
monetary allocations to immediately relieve 
pressure on the Delta, much like Perata’s bill. 
However, most of the money—$5.1 billion—
would be used to build three dams. Senators 
Dave Cogdill (R-Modesto) and Dick Ackerman 
(R-Tustin) drafted the governor’s plan into the 
“Water Supply Reliability Bond Act.”

Perata introduced a rival measure to the 
special session, following up on the effectively 
stalled SB 1002. The senator’s plan, a $5.4 
billion water bond, is nearly identical to the 
governor’s—minus the chunk of change for the 
dams, which environmentalists oppose. In an 
Op-Ed to Capitol Weekly, Perata argued that 
the governor’s proposed dams “are a decade 
or more away from being built and provide no 
water supply benefit to the millions of people in 
the Bay Area.” 

Assembly Democrats have also been 
hesitant to support the governor’s plan. 
Assemblyman John Laird (D-Santa Cruz), who 
leads the Assembly Working Group on Water, 
noted that Democrats want to avoid placing the 
financial burden of dam construction on future 
generations. Under Schwarzenegger’s proposal, 
the state could end up paying for half of the 
construction on the dams. The California Demo-
cratic Party has not taken a position on either 
bill, “leaving it to the legislatures” to decide. 

Sierra Club California, however, firmly 
opposes the governor’s bill. They call for 
conservation, recycling programs, and under-
ground water storage as solutions to the federal 
court’s ruling. In a letter to the Senate Natural 
Resources and Water Committee, which will 
hear Cogdill’s bill, the environmental organiza-
tion notes that underground water storage has 
already gained 6 million-acre feet in the last 
twenty years. They also argue that dams are too 
wasteful, and that the best dam sites in Califor-
nia have already been taken. 

“Facilities for surface storage were pro-
jected to produce less water than is lost through 
evaporation in a year,” said spokesman Jim 

Legislators have made numerous 
attempts to address faulty or 

vulnerable levees and 
prevent breaks like this.

Metropulos.
The dams are not the only contested item 

in the governor’s proposal. Schwarzenegger’s 
plan for “Delta restoration” would create a 
canal to move Sacramento River water around 
or through the Delta. The Peripheral Canal was 
first suggested in the early 1980s as a means 
to deliver water south. However, the campaign 
ignited a north-south divide, with the north 
considering the canal a water grab, and the plan 
failed. Politicians worry about another water war 
with the current proposal, and environmental-
ists are concerned about the canal draining too 
much fresh water, damaging the Delta’s fragile 
ecosystem. 

Voters, however, may react more favor-
ably this time around. The canal could protect 
California’s fresh water store should a natural 
disaster strike. The Association of California 
Water Agencies, which launched the ad cam-
paign, stresses California’s vulnerability to such 
a disaster. 

Water policy has been in the governor’s 
agenda for some time, long before the televi-
sion ads. A year ago, he created the Delta Vision 
“Blue Ribbon” Task Force, set to present its 
report on the Delta in November. The report 
is expected to provide suggestions on how to 
efficiently run the watershed and to assess the 
state of California’s levees. While some praise 
the governor for attempting to fix the flawed 
water system, others decry the plans as unclear 
and potentially harmful to the environment. 

In the meantime, Cogdill and Perata have 
until mid-October to get their measures on 
the February 5th ballot. Even if the deadline 
is missed, it is unlikely that this water talk will 
drain out. Judge Wanger is expected to specify 
the water delivery regulations at the end of 
October, which will most likely go into effect in 
December, the start of the state’s wet season. 
Furthermore, the judge may also hear a case 
regarding salmon protection in the Delta, which 
could change or undo any of the current poli-
cies being proposed. As a result, California’s 
supposed “water crisis” may not see a resolu-
tion before the end of this year. With proposals 
seemingly deadlocked, politicians, water agen-
cies, environmentalists, and citizens may decide 
they have bigger fish to fry.
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