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The City of Fresno is 
the largest municipal 
groundwater user in 
the “high priority” area 
spanning from Stockton 
to Bakersfield. The City 
must take action or risk 
state intervention to 
regulate and manage 
Fresno’s groundwater 
resources.

The initial groundwater basin 
prioritization is based on the 
California Statewide Groundwater 
Elevation Monitoring program. 
(Image Source: California 
Department of Water Resources)

CALIFORNIA’S INITIAL GROUNDWATER  
BASIN PRIORITIZATION

Prioritizing 
Declining 
Groundwater 
Basins in California 
The Sustainable Groundwater 
Management Act (SGMA) 
directs the California 
Department of Water 
Resources (DWR) to assign 
priorities – high, medium, 
low and very low – to 
groundwater basins based 
on conditions. 

The initial prioritization 
is complete and the City 
of Fresno is the largest 
municipal groundwater user 
in the “high priority” area 
from Stockton to Bakersfield. 
Specifically, the City is located 
within the Kings Sub-basin of 
the Tulare Lake Hydrologic 
Region, where groundwater 
is declining at a rate of 1.5 
million acre feet per year, 
according to the United States 
Geological Survey. This is the 
equivalent of losing one and  
a half Pine Flat Reservoirs  
per year.

The SGMA sets deadlines for 
addressing conditions in high 
priority basins. If action is not 
taken, the state can ultimately 
act to regulate and manage 
Fresno’s groundwater 
resources.
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In September 2014, the State of California enacted the Sustainable Groundwater 
Management Act (SGMA) – sweeping legislation aimed at stopping overuse of 
groundwater supplies and achieving unprecedented sustainable groundwater 
management. The City of Fresno is located in the large, “high priority” area 
spanning from Stockton to Bakersfield. High priority areas are those that 
demonstrate significant groundwater overdraft conditions and require immediate 
corrective actions. 

Fresno can take the lead in regional efforts to meet the SGMA through 
implementation of Recharge Fresno projects to capture and treat surface water.  
Without these or other projects to eliminate groundwater depletion, Fresno will 
fail to address the requirements of the SGMA and the State of California or other 
agencies will step in to take control of the issue.



On Sept. 16, 2014, the Governor signed into law a 
three-bill legislative package collectively known as the 
Sustainable Groundwater Management Act (SGMA). 
The purpose of the legislation is to achieve sustainable 
groundwater management throughout the state.  

THE SUSTAINABLE GROUNDWATER 
MANAGEMENT ACT

The SGMA aims to substantially 
manage groundwater to avoid 
undesirable results including:
• Chronic lowering of 

groundwater levels

• Significant and unreasonable:
 - Reduction of groundwater 

storage
 - Seawater intrusion
 - Degraded water quality, 

including the migration of 
contaminant plumes 

 - Land subsidence

The City of Fresno faces the 
majority of these “undesirable 
results.” The state has made it 
clear that status quo is no longer 
an option.

The SGMA requires two  
primary changes:
1. Creation of a Groundwater 

Sustainability Agency (GSA) 
for each groundwater  
sub-basin in a high or medium 
priority area. GSAs must assess 
conditions in their local water 

basins and adopt locally-
based management plans. 
DWR establishes basin and 
sub-basin designations and 
has a process by which a local 
entity can request revision of a 
groundwater basin.

2. Development of a Groundwater 
Sustainability Plan (GSP) 
which includes measurable 
objectives to achieve sustainable 
groundwater management.

The SGMA includes provisions 
under which the state will 
intervene if local agencies do not 
take actions to ensure sustainable 
groundwater management.

According to DWR, “the intent 
of the Sustainable Groundwater 
Management Act is to encourage 
local agencies to work cooperatively 
to manage groundwater resources 
within their jurisdictions and 
to provide a methodology for 
developing a Groundwater 
Management Plan.”   

IMPORTANCE OF 
THE SUSTAINABLE 

GROUNDWATER 
MANAGEMENT ACT  

TO FRESNO

•	 The City of Fresno is the largest 
municipal groundwater user in the 
Kings Sub-basin.

•	 The SGMA includes an aggressive 
timeline that requires action in high 
priority areas. 

•	 There is no “status quo” option. The 
City of Fresno currently takes more water 
from the ground than is replenished. This is 
“overdrafting,” and overdrafting must cease 
under the law. Fresno cannot continue to rely 
primarily on groundwater.

•	 Inaction by water users and regions 
could result in state intervention. 
Without action to balance groundwater 
conditions, the state would ultimately act to 
regulate and manage Fresno’s groundwater 
resources, likely resulting in costs equal to or 
higher than those in the currently proposed 
rate plan. 

•	 The SGMA recognizes impacts 
of groundwater depletion and 
overdrafting, including increased drilling/
pumping costs, water quality degradation, 
land subsidence, reduced water supply for ALL 
water uses, and increased costs for taxpayers, 
businesses and farmers.

•	 Fresno can be a leader in solutions.  
The proposed water infrastructure program 
provides important steps to meet the 
requirements of the act, and secure Fresno’s 
water future.

•	 Or Fresno risks losing its surface water 
entitlements. If Fresno does not maximize 
use of the surface water entitlements we’ve 
been paying for, the state or other area 
agencies could give our entitlements to  
cities that are taking steps to comply with  
the SGMA.

The Kings River Sub-basin
The City of Fresno is located within Kings Sub-basin of the Tulare Lake 
Hydrologic Region. 

Under the new law, it will be critically important for the City and neighboring 
entities within the sub-basin to establish one or more GSAs to satisfy the 
governance requirements of the legislation while serving the functional 
needs of the basin’s water users.  The City of Fresno has a strong record 
of working with local and regional water entities to address planning 
and management of the Kings Sub-basin. The City is well positioned with 
neighboring water users and with an adopted Groundwater Management 
Plan and Metropolitan Water Resources Management Plan to serve as the 
initial foundation for the GSP. The GSA must be in place by 2017 and must 
develop and adopt a compliant GSP by 2020.    
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What is a Groundwater Sustainability Agency? 
As stated in the SGMA, “any local agency or combination 
of local agencies within a groundwater basin may elect 
to be a groundwater sustainability agency for that 
basin.” A GSA will monitor and report groundwater 
conditions to DWR annually. If no entity steps forward, 
the county is considered the default GSA. A GSA must 
have the ability to implement and enforce activities 
such as developing the GSP, mandating data collection, 
collecting fees from members, establishing monitoring, 
and managing or limiting groundwater pumping to 
ensure long-term basin sustainability. 

What is a Groundwater Sustainability Plan? 
A GSP establishes measurable objectives and 
milestones in five-year increments to achieve the 
basin sustainability goal within 20 years of the plan 
implementation. When a GSA adopts a GSP, the GSA must 
provide notice to a city within the proposed plan, review 
and consider comments, and take into account the most 
recent planning assumptions stated in local general 
plans of jurisdictions within the basin. 

ACTION IS REQUIRED: FRESNO’S GROUNDWATER SITUATION
In the City of Fresno, we receive the majority of our water from more than 260 
groundwater wells. In 2013, the City of Fresno used approximately 142,000 acre feet of 
water.  Only 18,000 acre-feet of this total was met through surface water supplies. 

During the last 80 years, groundwater levels have dropped more than 100 feet as 
Fresno uses more groundwater than is replenished by nature and area recharge basins. 
This “overdrafting” is bad for the environment and also requires the City to pump water 
from lower depths resulting in increased pumping cost and lower water quality. 

Doing nothing is no longer an 
option. If Fresno or other entities in 
the Kings Sub-basin fail to take action, 
the state will appoint the County of 
Fresno to serve as the GSA, and the law 
contains provisions for DWR and/or the 
State Water Resources Control Board 
to intervene and potentially take over 
basin management responsibilities.

“In the final prioritization, Kings Sub-
basin ranks as the ninth highest priority 
basin in the DWR South Central Region, 
and ranks 17th among the 515 basins 
that were prioritized statewide.”  
Kings Basin Water Authority

Among the Kings Sub-basin water entities are 
the City of Fresno, City of Clovis, Clovis Irrigation 
District, Kings River Conservation District, Kings 
Basin Water Authority, Fresno County, Fresno 
Irrigation District, and Fresno Area Regional 
Groundwater Management Group.  
(Map Source: Kings Basin Water Authority)

THE HIGH PRIORITY KINGS RIVER SUB-BASIN

ACTIVITY DEADLINE
DWR updates basin prioritization Jan. 31, 2015

DWR adopts regulations to revise basin boundaries Jan. 1, 2016

DWR adopts regulations to evaluate and implement GSPs June, 1 2016

DWR publishes Best Management Practices for sustainable 
groundwater management 

Jan. 1, 2017

GSAs established for high or medium priority  
Basins/Sub-basins 

June 30, 2017

GSPs developed and adopted for high priority basins under 
critical overdraft conditions (including Kings Sub-basin)

2020

GSPs implemented for high priority basins By 2040

GSPs implemented for all other basins Between 2040 and 
2042

DWR evaluate GSPs and review GSPs every five years Ongoing

State Water Resources Control Board authorized to develop 
and implement GSPs for basins unable to establish a GSA or 
meet their GSP

Ongoing

SGMA Implementation Timeline 
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Meeting the SGMA - Next Steps for Fresno
Doing nothing about the City’s groundwater overdraft problem 
is no longer an option under the SGMA.  If the City does not 
move forward to correct groundwater overdraft problems, 
county or state agencies will be required to take action, with 
loss of control and potentially at greater cost to our customers.

Fortunately, the City’s water planning efforts to date have set 
the path to address the SGMA and work with neighboring water 
interests to secure the region’s water future.

Opportunities
Taking a Leadership Role – The City of Fresno already  
coordinates with regional entities and can fill a vital early 
coordination role through outreach to potential GSA partner 
entities.  The City of Fresno could coordinate with partnering 
agencies for up-front workshops, collaborative technical groups, 
facilitators and advisory committees. The City of Fresno is poised  
to take a leadership position.

Maximizing Existing Plans – The City is well positioned with 
neighboring water users along with an adopted Groundwater 
Management Plan to serve as an initial foundation for the GSP.  

Implementing Proposed Infrastructure Improvements – While 
the legislation will require some near term (next five years) water 
planning and management commitments, the city already has an 
opportunity to proactively secure future water supply reliability 
(and certainty) through existing infrastructure improvement plans 
and maximizing use of surface water allocations.  Acting now will 
avoid more expensive and inevitable improvements in the future.

Obtaining Financing – The City’s Recharge Fresno program may be 
or is already eligible for state and federal grant and other funding, 
as many of the program’s proposed facilities and actions directly 
support the SGMA’s goal of sustainable groundwater management. 
Such funding opportunities include existing (remaining) state bond 
funds from Proposition 84 as well as potential funding from the 
new $7.5 billion Proposition 1 Water Bond. 

Controlling Fresno’s Future – The SGMA became effective  
Jan. 1, 2015. Leaders will be identified, GSAs will be identified, a  
GSP for the region will be established – and associated 
requirements and fees will be enacted. The City of Fresno can 
take a leadership position or default to others. And while all of 
this coordination is underway – the City of Fresno can be ahead 
– constructing proposed water pipelines, treatment facilities, and 
infrastructure upgrades that reduce dependence on groundwater, 
maximize use of surface water and address the regulatory 
requirements that will be mandated by the SGMA.  

Fresno is on a Path to Meet SGMA
Unlike many California communities, Fresno is in 
the enviable position of having options to reduce 
groundwater usage and must now do so to meet 
the requirements of the SGMA. For decades, the 
City of Fresno has recognized the threats associated 
with reliance on groundwater and the consequences 
of overdrafting the groundwater aquifer. The City has 
and pays for surface water entitlements from the Sierra 
Nevada Mountains. During normal years, the surface 
water entitlements would meet nearly all of the City of 
Fresno’s water needs. The challenge is that Fresno lacks 
the infrastructure to access all of this water.  

Excerpt - Letter to City of Fresno Water Division  

(Nov. 7, 2014)

“The Governor recently signed legislation into 
law which was designed to better manage 
the groundwater basins and protect the 
groundwater that remains… The City will be 
required to provide a plan to the state that 
provides the details on how the City plans to 
accomplish balance between what is pumped 
and what is replenished. The plan will have 
to include modifications to the way the City 
currently operates their groundwater supply 
system. The introduction of surface water is 
one way that the City can limit the demand on 
the groundwater system.”

Recharge Fresno positions the City to meet the 

requirements of the SGMA.  The construction of new 

raw water supply facilities, surface water treatment 

facilities, and finished water transmission facilities 

are needed to address the regulatory requirements 

that will be mandated by the Sustainable Groundwater 

Management Act to correct the existing groundwater 

overdraft conditions.  The increased water utility rates 

proposed by the City of Fresno fund the next step in 

securing Fresno’s water future.

Kassy Chauhan - Senior Sanitary Engineer, Merced District, Central California 
Section, Southern California Branch; Drinking Water Field Operations; State 
Water Resources Control Board; Division of Drinking Water

4Visit us at www.RechargeFresno.com, or contact us at 844-FRESNOH2O (844-373-7664) 
Water Division - Recharge Fresno, 2101 G St., Building A, Fresno CA 93706-1620  


