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“A central feature of these bills is the 
recognition that groundwater 
management in California is best 
accomplished locally.” 

 
 -Governor Brown’s signing message 



Sustainable Groundwater  
Management Act 

• Local basin plans 
• Local management 

tools 
• Goals and deadlines 
• State review and 

intervention 



Local basin plans 

• Applies to high and 
medium basins 

• Requires agencies to 
align with basin 
boundaries 

• Allows single agencies 
or multiple agencies 

 
 



New local management tools 
 
  

• Authorizes agencies to: 
– Register wells 
– Measure extractions 
– Require reports 
– Manage extractions 
– Assess Fees 

• Local plans are exempt from CEQA 



What is sustainable groundwater 
management? 

 
 
Managing groundwater during the 50-year planning 
horizon without causing: 
 
• Chronic lowering of groundwater levels 
• Reductions in storage 
• Seawater intrusion 
• Degradation of groundwater quality 
• Land subsidence 
• Surface water depletions 

 



State Board intervention 
Cause of Intervention 

1.     No local agency  

2.     No plan 

3.     Inadequate plan plus  
• long-term overdraft, or 
• significant depletions of surface 

waters 

4.     Inadequate implementation plus  
• long-term overdraft, or  
• significant depletions of surface 

waters 

After 

2 ½ years 

5 years (overdraft) 
7 years (all others) 

 
5 years (overdraft) 
7 years (surface water) 
 

≈10 years + 



 
 
 

Implementation 



Protects local water 
users from state 

intervention 

Local agency implementation 

Date Action 

6/30/2017 Form local agencies 

1/31/2020 Adopt plans in critically overdrafted basins 

1/31/2022 Adopt plans in all other basins 

20-year 
implementation 

period 
Successfully implement plans   



DWR implementation 

Date Action 

Ongoing Provide technical assistance to local agencies 

1/1/2016 Adopt regulations to revise basin boundaries 

6/01/2016 Adopt regulations for evaluating plans and coordination 
agreements 

7/01/2017 Publish best management practices 



Proposition 1 
 
 
• Local groundwater plans: $100 million 
• Tracks Water Action Plan 
• Total: $7.545 billion  
 
     
 

 



 
 
 

Adjudication reform 



“I will submit for legislative consideration 
during the next session a proposal to 
streamline judicial adjudications of 
groundwater rights.” 
   
 -Governor Brown’s signing message 
 



What happens in an adjudication? 
• Quantify the water supply 
• Allocate the water 
• Adopt a management plan (“physical solution”) 

– monitoring & reporting  
– ramp-down schedule 
– replenishment projects 
– user fees 

• Create a watermaster/board 
• Create a water market 

 



Adjudication vs. Plan 
Adjudication 

Quantify water supply 
Allocate water 
Adopt management plan 

– monitoring  
– reporting  
– ramp-down schedule 
– replenishment projects 
– user fees 

Appoint watermaster/board 
Create water market 

 

Plan 

 



Adjudications now 

 
• Slow 
• Expensive 
• Cumbersome 



Adjudication reform 

 
• Faster 
• Less expensive 
• Fair 
 



Potential reforms 

• More efficient service and notice 
• Early disclosure of claims and evidence 
• Interim allocation 
• Limits on challenges to venue and judge 
• Effective adjudicator 
• Judicial or administrative process 



Upcoming legislative hearing 

 
 November 20, 1:30 - 3:30 p.m.  
 Room 112 
 Senate Comm. on Natural Resources & 
 Water 

 



How I Learned 
to Stop Worrying 
and Love 
Groundwater 
Management 



 
 

Questions or suggestions: 
 
  Gordon Burns 
  gordon.burns@calepa.ca.gov 
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