A utility
that fills
1ts own

aquifers

In the Inland Empire
local supply quenches
local demand, bucking
an old import habit.

BETTINA Boxalny

Thick clouds velled the
beaks of the San Gabriel Moun-
tains. Not far away, fust south
of East Riverside Drive in On-
tario, water gushed into an
earthen basin the size of 10
foothall fields.

. Ithad washed up there from
the rain-filled gutters of East
Merion Drive, Daral Court and
South Grove Avenue, Most,
parts of Southern California
would have shunted the storm
runoffto the sea as fast as they
could,

But here, on the southwest.-
ern edge of San Bernardino
County, a local utility hoarded
it, letting it sink into the earth
and Into the future drinking
supplies of the Inland Empire,

The simple act defied a cen-
fury of Scuthern Catifornia tra-
dition.

Ever since cold Sierra melt-
water first tumbled into the
San Fernando Valley from the
Los Angeles Aqueduct, the
Southland has been addicted
to water from someplace else,

But as the big straws that
carry that water hundreds of
miles from the Bastern Sierra,
Colorado River and Northern
Californda  all shrivel under
long-term environmental
forces, water managers are
shifting their gaze homeward,
toward sources that Martha
Davis calis “overlooked, mis-
treated or underutilized.”

Davis is executive manager
of water policy for the Inland
Empire Utilities Agency, a dis-
trict at the forefront of the
emerging local-is-good move-
ment. About 70% of the agen-
cy’s water comes from its own
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As an MWD official in the

1 late 1980s, he helped kill a state

water board proposal to cut
water shipments from North-
ern California for environmen-
tal reasons, decrying the plan
as a recipe for drought “forev-
er” in the Southiand.

Davis grew up in Marin
County and worked for Green-
beace after college.

For mueh of the 1980s and
'80s, she headed the small but
tenactous Mono Lake Commit-
tee, which took on LA’
mighty water brokers and won,
eventually forcing the city to
give up much of its water from
the ecologically fragile Mono
Basin on the edge of the East-
ern Sierra.

A state lawmaker once de-
scribed her as “a baby-faced
killer” who possessed the en-
dearing looks of a cocker span-
feland the jaw hold of & pif Dull.
When Atwater left the MWD
in 1890 to become general man-
ager of two water districts in
Los Angeles County, their in-
terests converged. He was de-
veloping recycled water —aka
cleansed sewage — to inject
into coastal aguifers as a sea-
“water barrier.

Davis’ group, meanwhile,
was exploring water recycling
as a way for Los Angeles to
make up for its Mono losses.
The two wound up working to-
gether to pursue federal fund-
ing and Atwater came out in
support of the “Save Mono
Lake” campaign.

When Atwater was hired to
run the Inland Empire agency-
in 1999, he called Davis —
though she had never envi-
sioned herself as a water utility
executive. “Heavens no!” Davis
exciaims. ‘

Sinee then, she’s learned it's
easier to tell public agencies
what to do than to do it herself
from the executive suite,

“Partieularly when youwre on
the outside looking in, you say,
‘Why aren't you doing this?
Isict this obvious?' ” she says.
“But to put together the combi-
nation of resources, engineer-
ing design, political support -~
ithat's. very. comnplicated. Very
doable but very complicated.”

In early February, days of
storms had filled the 25-foot-
deep ecatchment south of East
Riverside Drive, where rain-
water began to seep into the
sand and gravel at a rate of a
quarter-foot a day, starting a
vears-long, subterranean jour-
ney to the utility’s well fields a
few miles south.

By the time it ayrives, it will
have mingled with natural
drainage from the San Gabriel
foothilis, as well as treated
wastewater, other storm runoff

and some imported water the
disfrict uses to help replenish
the aquifer.

At the wells, pumps suck
the brew into desalting piants
that strip out contaminants,
including the nitrates and salts
left by a century of farming.
From there, the purified water
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Tapping into local resources

Most of Southern California is highly dependent on water that comes from hundreds of miles away. But the Inland Empire Utilities Agency
in sputhwestern San Bemardmc County gets most 6f its water focally, from the Chino Groundwater Basin.

Utility
curtails
water

1mport

[Water, from Page A6) )
goes to the bathrooms and
kitchens of Chino, Norco, On-
tario and Chino Hilis.

The utility’s reHance on
homegrown supplies -is partly
an artifact of geography. It
overlies one of the biggest
groundwater basins in South-
ern California, nowrished by
runoff from the mountains that
tower.in the'background. -

But Atwater  argues that

€ Distributing

Treated water is pip@d into the focal drinking supply.
The agency also delivers recycled water fromvits
sewage treatment plants to industrial customers,

9 Desalinating
- Groundwater pumped from the basin's southern portian
contains a high concentration of salts and contaminants,
. which are removed at two desalting plants using high-

9 Rechargmg

The basin is naturaf fy- rechargeci by runoff aﬁd -ground-
water frorh the San Gabriel Mountains, Theutility also
replemshes the aguifer-with recyéled water, utBan storm

parts-of-the Soutiland. can do
much the samg; weaningthem-
selves from-an imported water
habit that is gettmg harder to
satxsfy

the Sierra snowpack, whiile en-
vironmerital ‘restrictions - int
ciuding those Davis fought for
— have slashed the amount of
water ‘Los .Angeles can suck
from the Owens Valley and
neighboring Mono Basin.

" Drought has cut Colorado

River flows, while rising de-
mand from up-river- is ending
the surplus -deliveries’ that
helped 178 ‘the Colorado River
Agbeduct. . }

-~ Blipmertsthrough the 444-

miledong California Agueduct -
cowid- -be permanently cen--

stricted ‘by the ecological col-
lapse:of-the Sacramento-San
Joaquin-delta, the heart of the
state’s waterworks.

When the Los Angeles
County Economic Develop-
ment Corp. studied potential
water sources for the region
last year, it concluded that in-
creasing conservation, captur-
ing storm water and recycling
could yield roughly as much
water as the Southland is get-
ting from the delta.

“'m not going to say #
would be easy, or could be done
overnight or would be cheap,”
said-Gregory Freeman, the cor-
poration’s vice president. But
“there are ail these great op-
portunities for us to do self
help projects.

“The water solution of the
next 100 years will be different

Climate éhange threatens' '

- Surface water 6%

water and-imported suppiies plped to settling grounds
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tech processes including reverse 0SMOSIS.

local parks and golf courses for irrigation,
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from the water solution of the
past 300 years,” he said.

Last year,  the Orange
County Water Distriet began
operating what it calis the
world’s largest water reclama-
tion plant, which purifies sew-

[ ——

age that then is pumped into a
groundwater basin supplying .
/2.3 million:people. In Oxnard, a

desailnation.plant is cleaning

. uplocal groundwater. Cities in
" Ban Diego County have con-
tracted with-a private firm that -

hopes fo break ground this
year onaseawater desalination
facility in Carlsbad.

Even the Los Angeles De- -

partment  of Water and Power
is getting-the message. Last
yvear, the utzhty drew up a plan

that calls for more outdoor wa--

ter conservation, collecting
storm flows'and expandingthe
¢ity’s recyeled Water pipeline
system, -

H. David Nahai, DWP's gen-
eral manager, calls the docii-
ment “revolutionsry” in its de-
parture from L.A.'s historic wa-
ter hunts.

Among the ideas: reviving a
proposal to pump treated
wastewater into the San Fer-
nandoe Valley aguifer, a project
that died nearly a decade ago
under a fusillade of “toilet-to-
tap” criticism by Valley resi-
dents.

The plan would also recuire
a $1-billion cleanuyp of the Val-
ley’s groundwater basin, heavi-
ly contaminated by industrial
poliutants, :

And Nahal would ke 10 see

new developments built with

porous parking lots, landscape
swales and water-holding cis-

terns to retain more of the rain :

that sheets down streets dur-
ihg winter storms.
In the wet winter of 2004-

'2005, . enough water poured

from the mouth of the Los An-

‘geies River into the Pacific

Gcean to supply the ciiy for
more than ayear,

" When a master planned
community called The Pre-
sérve was approved in Chino
six.years ago, developer Ran-

dall Lewis recalls, Davis and

Atwater asked if he wouid mind
“trying some things,”

- Lewis instalied pipes to
carry reclaimed water to com-
mon:areas, medign strips and
parks, sll of which are irrigated
with recycied water suppiied by
the Inland ¥mpire agency’s
sewage freatment plants.

Many lots are landscaped
with drought-tolerant plants
rather than grass, Bunoff from
streets lined with two-story
houses flows into g 20-acre ba-
sin.

The ares doubies as a bur-
rowing owl sanctuary and a
wetland, filtering the drain wa-
ter before it flows into creeks
and percolates back into the
aquifer.

When the development is

finished, Atwater says, none of

s roughly 10000 homes will
need a drop of imporied water.
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