California Water Supply At Risk

The water system that contributed to California’s emergence as one of the world’s major economic powers is faltering. It is imperative that the business community work with the State Legislature, Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger, and other interested parties to ensure that the state has sufficient facilities to capture, retain and convey the water needed to support California’s growing population and economy.

The following article was written by Allan Zaremberg, President of the California Chamber of Commerce, on California’s water supply.

Almost every time we all pull into traffic congestion, we're reminded that our neglected infrastructure of streets and highways has not kept up with California's growing population. When the two most-recent major California earthquakes — Loma Prieta in 1989 and Northridge in 1994 — collapsed freeways and bridges, we all recognized that we had to retrofit our transportation system. 

What is much less obvious but no less critical is the vulnerability of California's water supply and quality to the same pressures — aging infrastructure, increasing population and risk of earthquakes — that threaten our transportation system. When we turn on the tap, we expect safe, clean drinking water to come out. And it does - at least for now.

As a result, we often take this precious resource for granted. That attitude must change. New projections show the state's population will hit 60 million by 2050, raising new challenges for our statewide water infrastructure. Despite significant advances in water conservation, California's water needs will grow over the next 25 years as our population expands, particularly in hotter, drier inland areas where housing is more affordable. 

Climate change and the aging state of our infrastructure add to the challenge. The Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta is a case in point. The Delta — unfortunately better known as the name of an airline than as a key source of water for 25 million Californians and some of our most productive farmland — is at risk from a major flood or earthquake that would disrupt water deliveries for months or years at a time.

Aging levees that protect the delta are in disrepair, and experts agree they are vulnerable to widespread failure that would be comparable to the disaster in New Orleans that followed Hurricane Katrina. In fact, scientists say there is a two-thirds chance of a catastrophic levee failure in the delta during the next 30 years. 

A major flood or a 6.5-magnitude earthquake could cause a breach in the levees that would render the Delta unusable as a source of clean water. Such an event would shut off water delivery to Southern California for as long as two years — with a predictably devastating impact on the region's economy. 

The Delta itself also has a host of environmental problems, including pollution and the decline of numerous fish species. Experts agree that the delta in its present state can no longer meet the current needs of people or fish, let alone accommodate future demands. 

Our aging water infrastructure is further compromised by the possibility of climate change that could produce longer droughts and more severe floods. Warmer winters mean more rain and less snow in the Sierras. More rain means less "natural" water storage, i.e., the Sierra snowpack, and more runoff than our system can possibly capture and store. The excess water could overrun our flood control system, and send precious water out to the ocean in times of heavy storms. 

Investing in our water infrastructure is essential to maintaining California's strong economy, especially given our state's naturally arid climate.

We are at a critical juncture and need to make urgent repairs and essential improvements today to guard against catastrophes while also putting in place the needed long-term solutions to our state's water supply and quality. Without sustainable, long-term solutions to our looming water crisis, investors' confidence in our state could erode. In the wake of Hurricane Katrina, we know too well what can happen without serious forethought and planning. 

This is why Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger is traveling the state to call attention to this problem we all face and to urge action on a solution. It is not often that we are presented with a "win-win" scenario that can protect both our environment and our economy. We must all work together to put in place a solution that will give us the water we need for the future while improving our environment. The time to act is now; let's not miss this chance to do what's needed before it's too late.

