LAFCo’s Challenge: 
Water as a Fundamental Planning Element in a Multi-Jurisdictional Landscape
A Perspective from Robert Shibatani, Hydrologist, EIP Associates
The collective planning environment in California today is replete with planning entities of every type.  A short list might include community development departments, community service districts, water/irrigation districts, utility departments, reclamation/flood control districts, park districts, fire districts, watershed conservation councils, groundwater banking JPAs, and the list goes on.  Additionally, overlain on this network are the various local, State, and federal jurisdictions.  Together, all of these planning entities operate in a complex, overlapping mosaic; each with their own specific jurisdictional boundaries and mandates.  While the degree of interaction and cooperation between these entities varies, this is, whether we choose to embrace it or not, the planning environment in which all of us, work, play and carry out our daily lives.  So, how does a resource management/land use planner today effectively address this complexity?  And, on what core element should this planning is based, if indeed one should exist?  
Planning in a Complex Environment

Earth scientists have long recognized the variable nature of their study environment where, such variability is commonly recognized as a natural occurrence.  In contrast, the increasingly complex nature of the current planning environment is essentially man-made.  Compartmentalization, for lack of a simpler term, is a natural human tendency; the inherent urge to categorize, delineate, demarcate and, by so doing, perhaps satisfy an inherent need to bring order to an otherwise chaotic world.  Today’s planners have become increasingly aware that their own environments are much more complicated than perhaps they had once envisioned.  The mere breadth of planning today far exceeds what planners faced even a half century ago.  In fact, a quick glance at the many different planning boundaries in existence today would seem to support this realism.  
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If we view each planning “boundary” as a sequential layer, that is, one on top of the other, an overlapping mosaic starts to take on a striking new appearance.  Amazingly, it can be seen to possess depth and, in fact, one that appears to have deepened over time.  Analogous to the first three-dimensional tic-tac toe games of 1970’s, what was once viewed as a two-dimensional planning exercise has now been expanded.  When combined, each planning boundary collectively forms something I call, spatiality in three-dimensions.  Simply put, it is the recognition that, from a resource management perspective, spatiality is not only diverse across a landscape, but also possesses administrative deepness; that is to say, each parcel supports multiple interests (some competing), various jurisdictional boundaries, and differing regulatory oversight mandates.  

If the multiplicity of issues within an area were the only complexity, that would be one thing.  However, as we all know, these planning boundaries are incongruent.  Consider a single land unit of some set size.  It may exist within the individual jurisdictions of an irrigation district, wastewater service district, community services district, fire district, reclamation district, flood control district, park district, and, moreover, physically, within watersheds of varying sizes.  The same parcel of land belongs to a specific (planning) layer in the three-dimensional model; each with a different purpose.  It may equally however, exist in two or more of any of the above.  How then, is a planner to properly address a specific resource issue within set geographic boundaries, knowing the intricacies of these jurisdictional overlaps?   
If this model accurately depicts the planning framework that faces today’s planners, then two important steps are required.  First, is the recognition that this spatiality in three-dimensions actually exists.  Second, there is the need to look for the common thread that best ties together these various planning layers.  Our ability to plan or, plan more effectively, will be contingent upon our willingness to accept these realities.  
Water as the Common Thread
In my view, water is the common thread; and, as such, represents the fundamental backbone to current and future resource and land use planning.  Water, and all of its associated uses, will continue to be the most important resource issue facing California for the next century.  As California continues to grow; with current population estimates approaching 47 million by the year 2020, new water supplies, by necessity, will be aggressively pursued.  Water purveyors throughout the State are, and will continue to develop new firm supplies by way of new storage reservoirs, inter-basin transfers and exchanges, perfecting water rights, new appropriations, and groundwater banking (conjunctive use) programs.  At the same time, they will continually seek to impose various demand reduction measures through recycled water offsets and expanded water conservation efforts.  Finally, new technologies such as cost-effective desalination and closed cycled industrial process streams will also continue to gain interest in the water supply technological mainstream. 
California’s unique climate, demographics, physiology, and water management infrastructure only serve to increase the importance with which water affects long-term resource/land use planning across the State.  Consider that while 75% of the annual precipitation occurs in the northern portion of the State, an equal percentage of the annual demand is generated in southern California.  Additionally, it should be recognized that while three-quarters of the total annual precipitation occurs during the November through March period, the highest demand periods, in contrast, occur completely outside of this wet period (i.e., during May through September).  
With our existing water infrastructure, even in normal water years, we are losing carryover storage; in fact, there is a net loss of water storage across the State even during what we would consider “normal water years”.  These climatological and demographic facts are noteworthy in that they strongly influence water policy and associated water projects throughout the State.  Storage and conveyance limitations clearly represent ongoing challenges to the water community and, therefore, by association, should be purposely acknowledged by resource/land use planners as well.   
With water representing a key element in virtually every form of land use and resource management planning in California today, major land use planning efforts involving residential development, commercial/industrial development, and agricultural development, cannot ignore the wide ranging influence of water supply management.  Additionally, where water is used, it must also be disposed.  The fact that water exists as a continually moving part of the hydrologic cycle compels one to look at the entire cycle.  
Unique Challenges for LAFCo
All of what we have been discussing poses some unique challenges to the various LAFCos across the State; challenges that will only increase as California’s population and land use pressures continue to escalate.  As an agency vested with inimitable authority under Cortese-Knox-Hertzberg, an individual LAFCo has the distinctive ability to shape and guide that portion of the mosaic having regard to special districts.  With water playing a central role in so many planning realms, how then, can LAFCo best utilize this knowledge in making its own determinations?      
Increasing Aspects of LAFCo Review
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Increasing the level of scrutiny of LAFCo’s processes may represent one place to start.  For example, what specific threshold criteria are applied when examining the merits of expanding a water district’s service area?  Technically, such matters can be straightforward; the rigors of the investigation into firm yield water supplies; the metrics used in determining the probability for certain water year types; and how one water district’s long-term water supply plans influences an adjacent purveyor in the same, or neighboring watershed are clear-cut.  However, many of these analyses rely on traditional water accounting exercises based on some mass balance approach.  Such analyses would only be acceptable if a water district was hydrologically isolated; which clearly they are not.  How a particular water district’s intentions might inadvertently affect adjoining water purveyors, is an exercise in hydrological analysis that LAFCos should embrace.     
Do we really know the types of storage enhancements a water district is contemplating, assuming that they have the capability to do so?  And, if so, what kinds of conveyance infrastructure would be contemplated or, augmentations to existing infrastructure and, what would the environmental implications be of those new linear facilities?  Again, the cumulative effects of what a particular water district has intentions to implement in the long-term should be something that LAFCos effectively clarify.      

In southern California perhaps more than their northern counterparts, groundwater management in various forms has evolved into a key water resource issue.  Where JPAs act to oversee groundwater banking or regional conjunctive use programs, the water balance to determine local and regional water yield becomes significantly more complicated.  Apart from the economic crediting principles that represent the foundation for such banking programs, what are the accepted error limits in accurately quantifying subsurface storage, what are the out-of-basin losses, and, more importantly, how is this integrated into a local or regional water supply assessment for a special district?  Within LAFCo’s existing assessment process, how are such banking programs accounted for when their jurisdictions (e.g., groundwater basin) overlap another special district’s boundaries?    

Relationship Between Water and Wastewater
As previously noted, an equally important hydrological edict is that once water is delivered, it has to be removed.  Therefore, checks made into the wastewater treatment facilities and wastewater service district that serves the same area as the water purveyor who attempts to expand its service area becomes important.  One district’s wastewater effluent inevitably becomes another district’s raw water supply.  What about adjoining service districts and their potential to offer alternative water supplies?  Could, for example, an adjacent wastewater district provide recycled water to a portion of the new area seeking to annex into a water district as a means of offsetting its anticipated total future water demands?  As part of an overall water conservation strategy, should this type of water demand reduction represent a de facto policy of LAFCos in their assessment of any new water district annexation?    
Added to this, are the other elements of the hydrologic cycle that also genuinely warrant consideration.  What about stormwater runoff and flood control?  Any new developed area (e.g., an area seeking annexation into a water district) should be compelled, through the LAFCo process to address increased stormwater runoff and stormwater quality.  Are the existing policies and provisions of a reclamation or flood control district amenable to a new annexation?  Are there overlapping jurisdictions?  More importantly, is the hydrology even compatible?  A fundamental physical law of nature, that is; for every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction, is certainly applicable here.  

MSRs as a Key Tool in Water Resources Management
From the above discussion, one can see how hydrology and, more specifically, water management play into the many decisions LAFCos face as part of their resource/land use planning responsibilities.  Other boundaries and associated water management efforts within watershed conservation plans, riverine/riparian parkway plans, National Forests, and numerous others, also contribute to this overall complexity.       

So, where does this all lead? Apart from specific applications coming before LAFCos which, can be viewed as active efforts, municipal service reviews (MSRs) today, provide the best single means of investigating the intricate, multifaceted, and multi-jurisdictional nature of the various planning entities providing municipal service; so many of which, rely on our interconnected water resources.  As a static effort, no other document has the potential to broadly and effectively provide this type of regular assessment.  
The science and technology associated with natural resources management and, the logical rationalization that our diverse planning mosaic is based on water resources would seem sufficient to warrant a commitment towards rightfully turning our attention to this reality.  With the significant influence that LAFCos possess in shaping much of the resource landscape, this challenge is by no means small, but the long-term benefits to the people, resources, and quality of life for all Californians will be indelibly affected by it.
Robert Shibatani is a Hydrologist and Technical Director, Special Water Projects for EIP Associates. He can be reached at rshibatani@eipassociates.com.
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Shasta Reservoir is the largest water storage reservoir in California
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