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t Water Mystery’

@i Attempts to answer the questions -
of ‘how much’ and ‘who’ could
affect the future of growth
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| @ Annual precipitation totals from 1975 through

Is Nipomo’s groundwater
basin in “overdraft?”

! W Ovendraft: “the condition of a groundwater basin

or subbaslu in which the amount of water removed
by pumping exceads the amount of water tut
recharges the basin over a pertod of years.”

2000 depict highs of over 357 to lows below 10”7,
with an average of 18.7".
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ithin the next two
weeks, the Nipo-
mo Mesa Water
Task Force will make rec-
ommendations to the Nipo-
mo Community Services
Distrjct whether to limit
who g€ts to tap into its

wells in the future, 4 meas-

ure/that could affem..thﬂ\
pa¢e of growth in the area.

n anticipation of the decision,
SD has put a hold on all new
mises for future water service
known as “intent to serve” let-
ters — while the task force wades
through five reports and a court
ruling to determine just how much
water is available in Nipomo.

David Church of the county’s
Local Agency Formation Com-
mission, who went through a simi-
lar process when he had to revise
the sphere of influence boundaries
for Nipomo, called it the “great
water mystery of Nipomo.”

“I think hydrogeology and groundwater
basin are very dii%cult to analyze. It’s very
challenging to analyze how it's (the basin)
going to respond over time to continued
growth,"” said Church.

The controversy revolves around the
word “overdraft.” A basin is in overdraft
when the amount of water being extracted
exceeds the amount of water being replaced
by such natural sources as rainfall, runoff
and percolation from above-ground busins.

hat is unclear is what corstitutes proof
of overdraft. Some say an analysis of water
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supply and demand conducted over a signifi-
cant period, including both wet and dry peri-
ods, is enough to determine if a basin is in
overdraft. Others say actual physical harm
due to the overdraft must be proven for the
label to be attached to a basin.

San Lws Obispo County's most recent
study declares that the basin under the Mesa
is in overdraft, but the court presiding over a
complex groundwater lawsuit involving
NCSD ruf:g it is not, based on a lack of
physical evidence.

The area in question is the Nipomo Mesa,
27.5 square miles of rolling hills and deep
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of groundwater to the ocean keeps the saltwa

(3) The heigitt of the water table, measured In fee
on the amount of water drawn for public servi

(4 Groundwater wells pump the water, some at ¢

OfepreE Chat
contaminating the freshwater The fast
chance of saltwater moving In to fill the hole |

sandy soil rising above the Santa N
ley, which has absorbed much of t}
County’s recent development. Unli
city of Santa Maria, which buys su
tal water from the state, Nipomo ¢
its water from the ground.

“The amount of water that gets
system varies very widely on the o
rainfall and the kind of vegetative |
said Jim Garing, consulting engine
NCSD. :

The fear is not necessarily thatt
will dry up but that overpumping ¢
Mesa could lead to sea water being



B The nine wells studied showed fluctuations In
the elevation of the water in the shown
abova in fest abave or below ssa
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B Annual precipitstion totals from 1975 through
2000 depict highs of over 35" to lows below 10",
with an average of 18.7",

3 How does saltwater contaminate the freshwater supply?

(1) Rainwater Is soaked up by the soil, replenishing the underground aquifer. The amount
d-ﬂrhﬁn*lnmnnﬁamhﬁ.

@ seeps through the ocean subficor creating a “saltwater aquifer”. The outfiow
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y and demand conducted over a signifi-
period, including both wet and dry ﬁn-
, is enough to determine if a basin is
erdraft. Others say actual physical harm
to the overdraft must be proven for the
to be attached to a basin,
San Luis Obispo County's most recent
declares that the basin under the Mesa
in overdraft, but the court presndm; overa
lex groundwater lawsuit involving
CSFD ruled it is not, based on a lack of
ysical evidence.
‘The area in question is the Nipomo Mesa,
5 square miles of rolling hills and deep
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to the ocean, the possibility Increases of saltwater ntrusion
tive freshwater supply. The faster the rate of pumping, the greater the
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sandy soil rising above the Santa Maria Val-
ley, which has absorbed much of the South
County’s recent development. Unlike the
city of Santa Maria, which buys supplemen-
tal water from the state. Nipomo extracts all
its water from the ground.

“The amount of water that gets into that
system varies very widely on the umount of
rainfall and the kind of vegetative cover,”
said Jim Garing, consulting engincer for
NCSD.

The fear is not necessarily that the ground
will dry up but that overpumping on the
Mesa could lead to sea water being pulled
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into the fresh-water basin.

As water levels go below sea level
and outflow uf groundwater to the ocean
decreases, the risk increases for saltwater
Wi And anmm almost

= once happens it's
im l¢ to reverse,” said Doug Jones,
NC'SD general manage:.

Other coastal counties — including Mon-
terey and Ventura — have already expan
cuced that fute.

Currently, there is no evidence of sea- -
water intrusion, but some hydrologists worry

See WATER, PAGE 11
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about depressions in the
southwest corner of the
Mesa.

Surface depressions are
located where the groundwa-
ter level below has dropped
at a much faster rate than the
surrounding basin, allowing
the land to sink in that area.
One of those depressions is
near an NCSD well.

To determine how worried
they should be, members of
the water task force are look-
ing at hydrologic reports pre-
pared on behalf of govern-
ment agencies and large
developers. In addition, they
must consider the implica-
tions of the recent court rul-
ing. They have their work
cut out for them.

The ‘definitive’ study
The state Department of
Water Resources began a
study called “Water
Resources of the Arroyo

Grande-Nipomo Mesa Area”

in 1992. Ten years later, the

final report left county offi-

cials scratching their heads.
“There’s this problem

with DWR,” said John Hand,

senior county planner. “The
data that they present seem

to lead to the conclusion that

the extraction (of water on

the Mesa) is in excess of (the

basin’s) sustainable yield,

but in their narrative conclu-

sion they claim that there is
no overdraft.”

From the years 1984 to
1995, the DWR found, there
was an average outflow of
8,200 acre-feet of water per

Water task force’s
mission grows, blurs

KIRSTEN FLAGG
Adobe

The mission of the task force designed to clear up
confusion around water issues in Nipomo has itself
become a source of confusion.

The Nipomo Mesa Water Task Force was initially
created as an ad-hoc committee by the Nipomo Com-
munity Services District board in a June 23 meeting to
recommend a policy for allocating new water service,
but since its formation, that mission has both grown and
blurred — and not without community dissent.

“1 didn’t vote on the formation,” said Cliff Trotter,
task force member and NCSD director. “Katcho
(Achadjian, the district’s county supervisor) just created
that thing. My version of what it should’ve done is rec-
ommend a method of restricting water use.”

The task force’s membership grew to include two
members of the Nipomo Community Advisory Council
— which will share task force opinions with the county
— and Jerry Bunin, a representative from the Home
Builders Association of the Central Coast.

But in its effort to address the questions of the coun-
ty and NCSD in one jump, the task force thwarted its
own effort to come up with a clear water service recom-

mendation.

“There absolutely is not any kind of agreement on
any of these,” said Mike Winn, task force chair and

NCSD board president.

Examples of disagreements are nothard to find.

“At this point in time, there isn’t a (water overdraft)
problem, in my estimation, from looking at the different
reports,” said John Brantingham, a task force and
NCAC member and a local real estate agent. “Does that
mean that there will be one developing? No.”

Trotter disagrees: “There’s an overwhelming evi-
dence that there is overdraft. And every bit of testimony

that contradicted that was biased tesgmony
opers that don’t want to hear the word “ove

Winn acknowledged that any task force recommen-
dation naw wonld Ba diliited by the three meamhbere wha

Water: Multiple conflicting studies cloud the answ
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CONSTRUCTION WOES — New construction development is on |
water service while the task force wades through five reports and a

year and an inflow of 6,800
acre-feet per year — an aver-
age loss of 1,400 acre-feet
annually.

Based on current zoning
and rate of growth, the report
predicted outflow could
exceed inflow by 2,400 acre-
feet in 2010 and 3,800 acre-
feet in 2020.

(An acre-foot is equal to
about 326,000 gallons, or
enough to meet the average
yearly water needs of two
families of three.)

The glossary of the same
report defined overdraft as
“the condition of a ground-
water basin or subbasin in
which the amount of water
withdrawn by pumping
exceeds the amount of water
that recharges the basin over
a period of years.”

However, the report con-
cludes, “This study refrains
from finding that the Santa
Maria Groundwater Basin
within San Luis Obispo
County is currently in over-
draft because of consistent
subsurface outflow to the
ocean and no evidence of
sea-water intrusion,” specifi-
cally rejecting a statement of
overdraft for the Mesa as
well.

“The main author (of the
report) died, so we didn’t
have that resource to go back
to about this discrepancy,”
said Christine Ferrara, a
county Public Wurks Depart-
ment engineer.

“By 2002, that basin was
in the throes of the litiga-
tion.” she added. “DWR
approached it gingerly. They
were very, very cautious
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The Santa Maria ground-
water lawsuit, first filed in

don’t know if you're a
hydrologist,” said Jeff
Robinson, lawyer for the
large Woodlands develop-
ment, addressing the task
force. “You have very little
ability to weigh and judge
conflicting reports.”

The court found no evi-
dence of physical harm due
to overdraft, such as a
decline in water quality, sea-
water intrusion or ground
subsidence.

*“A whole litany of horrors
have not occurred, but is that
really a determination of
overdraft?” asked Jon Seitz,
NCSD’s legal counsel.

The court still must deter- -
mine the basin’s safe yield
— the amount that can be
safely withdrawn per year
while maintaining the basin’s
equilibrium — and how that
yield should be divvied up, a
ruling no utility board or
government agency will be
able to ignore.

Other reports

If the DWR report is con-
fusin%)and the court’s judg-
ment half-finished, the water
task force can choose from a
number of other reports.

The Woodlands develop-
er’s 1998 study claims water
losses from the develop-
ment’s pumping will
decrease with time as water

flows in from the Santa (r

Maria Valley, but those find- 4

ings are limited, failing to ad

account for urban growth

beyond the development. co
Another report used by in

NCSD in the water lawsuit
clearly states the basinisin |y,

overdraft, estimating a ou
deficit of 4,080 acre-feet per |,
year by 2020. po

“1 think it can all be oy



“ing studies cloud the answer to Nipomo’s future

‘..

e

— —

ot =4, ey T

St [T

o Kn .
o A0S A i
R A e
e

i
e prvaldai T ol

Adobe/Michael A. Mariant

CONSTRUCTION WOES — New construction development is on hold as the NCSD has stopped all new promises for future
water service while the task force wades through five reports and a court ruling to determine just how much water is available.

year and an inflow of 6,800
acre-feet per year — an aver-
age loss of 1,400 acre-feet
annually.

Based on current zoning
and rate of growth, the report
predicted outflow could
exceed inflow by 2,400 acre-
feet in 2010 and 3,800 acre-
feet in 2020.

(An acre-foot is equal to
about 326,000 gallons, or
enough to meet the average
yearly water needs of two
families of three.)

The feiossary of the same
report defined overdraft as
“the condition of a ground-
water basin or subbasin in
which the amount of water
withdrawn by pumpin
exceeds the amount of water
that recharges the basin over
a period of years."”

However, the report con-
cludes, “This study refrains
from finding that the Santa
Maria Groundwater Basin
within San Luis Obispo
County is currently in over-
draft because of consistent
subsurface outflow to the
ocean and no evidence of
sea-water intrusion,” specifi-
cally rejecting a statement of
overdraft for the Mesa as
well.

“The main author (of the
report) died, so we didn't
have that resource to go back
to about this discrepancy,”
said Christine Ferrara, a
county Public Works Depart-
ment engineer.

*By 2002, that basin was
in the throes of the litiga-
tion,” she added. “D
approached it gingerly. They
- were very, very cautious

about 'coming to conclu-
sions.”
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don’t know if you're a
hydrologist,” said Jeff
Robinson, lawyer for the
large Woodlands develo
ment, addressing the tas
force, “You have very little
ability to weigh and judge
conflicting reports.”

The court found no evi-
dence of physical harm due
to overdraft, such as a
decline in water quality, sea-
water intrusion or ground
subsidence.

“A whole litany of horrors
have not occurred, but is that
really a determination of
overdraft?” asked Jon Seitz,
NCSD'’s legal counsel.

The court still must deter- -

mine the basin’s safe yield
— the amount that can be
safely withdrawn per year
while maintaining the basin’s
equilibrium — and how that
yield should be divvied up, a
ruling no utility board or
government agency will be
able to ignore.

Other reports

If the DWR report is con-
fusing and the court’s judg-
ment half-finished, the water
task force can choose from a
number of other reports.

The Woodlands develop-
er’s 1998 study claims water
losses from the develop-
ment’s pumping will
decrease with time as water
flows in from the Santa
Maria Valley, but those find-
ings are limited, failing to
account for urban growth
beyond the development.

Another report used by
NCSD in the water lawsuit
clearly states the basin is in
overdraft, et
deficit of 4,080 acre-feet per
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Water storage changes
in Nipomo Mesa subbasin

M Three different reports were produced to estimate
the amont of water the basin lowers each year — both
past averages and projections. But each report used
different dates, resulting in differing data.

AFY = acre feel per year
(XX) = deficiency, or negative change in storage

Woodlands Development's Environmental Impact Report
Cleathe and Associates, 1998

Average 17771992 (193 AFY)
(phase ) 19922008 (275 AFY)
(phase II) 20082024 (82 AFY)
(phase lll)  2024-2040 (B0 AFY)

State of California Department of Water Resources
Water Resources of the Arroyo Grande - Nipomo Mesa Area, 2002

Average 1984-1995 (1,400 AFY)
Annual 2010 (2,400 AFY)
Annual 2020 (3,800 AFY)

Science Applications Intermational Corporation
NCSD Hydrologic Inventory for Nipomo Mesa Sub-basin, 2003

cument found

Average 19751995 (1,100 AFY)
Annual 2000 (4,660 AFY)
Annual 2020 (4,080 AFY)
(report) that was going to be  urban and agricultural
a definitive explanation,” he  growth,” said Ferrara. “We

added.

A March 2004 report —
commissioned by the county
in response to its confusion
over the DWR study — ana-

Iyzes the plethora of studies
v NoRGWR 2,808y
cludes: “The Nipomo Mesa

portion of the_§aqta Maria

can with confidence advise
our board that the time of
some action to be taken with
growth ... is imminent.”

However, the county can-
not control water use. Only
such suppliers as NCSD can
encourage waler conserva-
tion.
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“There absolutely is not any kind of agreement on
any of these,” said Mike Winn, task force chair and
NCSD board president.

Examples of disagreements are not hard to find.

“At this point in time, there isn't a (water overdraft)
problem, in my estimation, from looking at the different
reports,” said John Brantingham, a task force and
NCAC member and a local real estate agent. “Does that
mean that there will be one developing? No.”

Trotter disagrees: “There’s an overwhelming evi-
dence that there is overdraft. And every bit of testimony
that contradicted that was biased testimony from devel-
opers that don’t want to hear the word ‘overdraft.””

Winn acknowledged that any task force recommen-
dation now would be diluted by the three members who
are not NCSD customers or board members. Thus, the
task force will come to no formal consensus.

“Time is slipping away,” said Ed Eby, an NCSD cus-
tomer and member of the environmentalist group Save
the Mesa. “Our water shortage is only getting worse.
They're likely to continue to commit to new customers
from a water supply that’s in question. I think they need
to come up with a new intent-to-serve policy as quick
as possible.”

Trotter and Winn will share their own personal opin-
ions based on task force discussion and expert testimo-
ny at the next NCSD meeting July 28. Intent-to-serve
letters will start being issued again on the same day.
according to Winn.

“It (the task force) turned out all right,” said Trotter.
“I think the main value of that was education, because
certainly there weren’t any decisions made.”

Staff writer Kirsten Flagg can be reached at 739-2206
or kflagg @ pulitzer.net.
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¢ main author (of the
report) died, so we didn’t
have that resource to go back
to about this discrepancy,”
said Christine Ferrara, a
county Public Works Depart-
ment engineer.

“By 2002, that basin was
in the throes of the litiga-
tion,” she added. “DWR
approached it gingerly. They
were very, very cautious
about coming to conclu-
sions.”

The Santa Maria ground-
water lawsuit, first filed in
1997, now involves hun-
dreds of Fanies, including
groups of farmers, small
landowners, the city of Santa
Maria and NCSD and is
being litigated in Santa Clara
County Superior Court.

Some argue the task force
should give more weight to
the court’s “no overdraft”

ruling than to any single
study because of the court’s
authority in judging the cred-
ibility of its many expert wit-
nesses.

“I'm not a hydrologist; 1

ers

study claims wate
losses from the develop-
ment’s pumping will
decrease with time as water
flows in from the Santa
Maria Valley, but those find-
ings are limited, failing to
account for urban growth
beyond the development.

Another report used by
NCSD in the water lawsuit
clearly states the basin is in
overdraft, estimating a
deficit of 4,080 acre-feet pe
year by 2020.

“I think it can all be
summed up fairly clearly,”
said Jesse Elill. a lawyer for
small land owners in the
groundwater litigation. “It’s
gxck a period, pick a result.

ick an area, pick a result,
Pick an expert and you pick
a conclusion.”

In other words, anyone -
can find a way to come up
with whatever conclusion h
wants.

“I think a lot of us made |
faulty assumption that it wa
going to be the DWR
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ocean and no evidence of
sea-water intrusion,” specifi-
cally rejecting a statement of
overdraft for the Mesa as
well.

“The main author (of the
report) died, so we didn’t
have that resource to go back
to about this discrepancy,”
said Christine Ferrara, a
county Public Works Depart-
ment engineer.

“By 2002, that basin was
in the throes of the litiga-
tion,” she added. “DWR
approached it gingerly. They
were very, very cautious
about coming to conclu-
sions.”

The Santa Maria ground-
water lawsuit, first filed in
1997, now involves hun-
dreds of parties, including
groups of farmers, small
landowners, the city of Santa
Maria and NCSD and is
being litigated in Santa Clara
County Superior Court.

Some argue the task force
should give more weight to
the court’s “‘no overdraft”
ruling than to any single
study because of the court’s
authority in judging the cred-
ibility of its many expert wit-
nesses.

“I’m not a hydrologist; I

ITThe DWR report is con-

fusing and the court’s judg-
ment half-finished, the water
task force can choose from a
number of other reports.

The Woodlands develop-
er’s 1998 study claims water
losses from the develop-
ment’s pumping will
decrease with time as water
flows in from the Santa
Maria Valley, but those find-
ings are limited, failing to
account for urban growth
beyond the development.

Another report used by
NCSD in the water lawsuit
clearly states the basin is in
overdraft, estimating a
deficit of 4,080 acre-feet per
year by 2020.

“I think it can all be
summed up fairly clearly,”
said Jesse Hill, a lawyer for
small land owners in the
groundwater litigation. “It’s
pick a period, pick a result.
Pick an area, pick a result.
Pick an expert and you pick
a conclusion.”

In other words, anyone -
can find a way to come up
with whatever conclusion he
wants.

“I think a lot of us made a
faulty assumption that it was
going to be the DWR

SPFESECU,

) &
FORT U LOCKS
*SELF STORAGE »

j'- .m Rent a 10X10 Unit for One Month
i Get One Month Free!

(Nipomo only. Offer good through 9/30/2004)
Ak Aowt Our Dally Spectals
- We Have Quality Boxes & Packing Material
- Low Prices/
- T10 §. Frontage Rd., Nipomo, CA 93444

DhnaalDae (OGN 00 2200 |

Copy of document fp

AN Ay — NS A s L LI |

Science Applications International Corporation
NCSD Hydrologic Inventory for Nipemo Mesa Sub-basin, 2003

Average 1975-1995 (1,100 AFY)
Annual 2000 (4,660 AFY)
Annual 2020 (4,080 AFY)

(report) that was going to be
a definitive explanation,” he
added.

A March 2004 report —
commissioned by the county
in response to its confusion
over the DWR study — ana-
lyzes the plethora of studies
out there already and con-
cludes: “The Nipomo Mesa
portion of the Santa Maria
Groundwater Basin is cur-
rently in overdraft and pro-
jections of future demand
indicate increasing over-
draft,” but saltwater intru-
sion is many decades off.

“There is one consistency
among all the data, and that
is that if this basin is not in
overdraft right now, it is cer-
tain to be soon with all the

urban and agricultural
growth,” said Ferrara. “We
can with confidence advise
our board that the time of
some action to be taken with
growth ... is imminent.”

However, the county can-
not control water use. Only
such suppliers as NCSD can
encourage water conserva-
tion.

The water task force is
Just one step in a process that
may end eventually at the
Santa Clara County Superior
Court, whose final ruling on
safe yield will clinch the fate
of the Mesa and its water.

Staff writer Kirsten Flagg
can be reached ar 739-2206
or kflagg @pulitzer.net.
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