
 

 
April 5, 2019 

Ms. Sandy Kerl 
Acting General Manager 
San Diego County Water Authority 
4677 Overland Avenue 
San Diego, CA 92123 

RE: Member Agency Comments on Proposed Budget for Study of Independent Colorado 
River Aqueduct 

Dear Sandy, 

On behalf of our member agencies we want to express our appreciation to you and Water 
Authority staff for the March 29, 2019 presentation on the above referenced topic and for the 
substantive and helpful discussion.  

At your request, we are providing these initial comments on the proposed budget addition by 
April 5th so you can incorporate them into the April 11, 2019 Board Workshop. Given that this 
would be the single largest, most costly and complex project undertaken in the Water Authority’s 
history, we believe one week to develop and provide meaningful input is not sufficient. We 
intend to provide detailed technical comments during the Water Authority’s budget process.   

As we discussed at the March 29th meeting, the Water Authority has on three occasions over the 
last 20 years spent millions of dollars conducting detailed technical engineering studies on a 
potential independent Colorado River Aqueduct to transport the Water Authority’s QSA 
supplies. On each of those occasions (1996, 2002, 2012), including a separate study that included 
alignments in Mexico (2002), it was determined by the Water Authority Board that such a 
project was unaffordable, and a less costly alternative existed. The Board’s rejection of an 
independent aqueduct was ratified in several Board actions over this period:  

• 1998: Approved Exchange Agreement with MWD  

• 2003: Approved Amended and Restated Exchange Agreement   

• 2003: Adoption by the Board of the 2003 Regional Water Facilities Master Plan 
(Master Plan) of the Supply from the West Alternative (Carlsbad Desalination)  

• 2013: Reaffirmed by the Board in the 2013 update to the Master Plan 
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We understand and support the Water Authority’s obligation to the region to explore all viable 
alternatives to maintain water supply reliability at an affordable cost.  We believe that certain 
foundational implementation issues should be addressed prior to expending $4 million in 
ratepayer funds on additional geotech, right of way, and other technical and costly engineering 
studies.  Because the Water Authority Board determined on three separate occasions that the 
Project was not affordable it did not focus on evaluating other important implementation issues.  
We believe any additional work should first focus on addressing the financial, political, legal, 
regulatory, and environmental feasibility of implementing the project. Our agencies believe it is 
necessary for the Board to have a clear understanding of the process hurdles that will need to be 
overcome and assess the feasibility to do so. Once these foundational fatal flaw questions are 
answered then it may be appropriate for the Water Authority to conduct additional technical 
studies and seek out potential funding partners.  

We recommend that a budget request from staff should focus on the following feasibility and 
implementation issues which can be done at a significantly lower initial cost: 

Financial Implications 

1. In light of member agency local supply development and reduced overall consumptive water 
use (2018 Demand Reset, March 2019 Sales Forecast) Water Authority staff is predicting  
record low water sales over the next 15 years. Staff should analyze the financial impacts of 
adding the Project in a period of diminishing water sales on:  

a. rates and charges 

b. debt service coverage levels,  

c. bonded indebtedness   

d. Bond Rating 

e. other important fiscal health factors.  
 

2. As part of the above analysis, capital and operating costs from the 2013 Master Plan should 
be escalated based on a revised and realistic implementation schedule. Since the unit cost of a 
new Aqueduct is being compared to MWD water rates the capital cost should include the 
total sizing of potential Bond issues, including interest during construction and other typical 
reserves and fees the Water Authority uses to size a bond. That will fully amortize all capital 
costs and combined with annual operating costs will provide for a better “apple to apples” 
comparison to a projected MWD rate. 
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3. Confirm that Water Authority demand that can be served from San Vicente Reservoir is 
sufficient or insufficient to utilize all QSA Supplies. If insufficient note the need for 
additional conveyance facilities for potential study if approved by the Board. The cost of a 
previously deleted ESP Pump Station that pumped water from San Vicente to north of Lake 
Hodges and its appurtenant facilities can be escalated as a place holder. 
 

4. Confirm that a TDS target of  can be achieved through blending in San Vicente 
Reservoir and if not note that desalting is required and adjust the unit cost of QSA deliveries 
to account for losses due to demineralization using industry standards. Future siting and costs 
of demineralization alternatives can be subject to additional study if approved by the Board.  
For this analysis feasibility level costs for demineralization capital and O&M can be included 
as a place holder to determine the incremental cost of demineralization. 

 

5. Update forecast of future MWD transportation charges for QSA supplies to reflect Governor 
Newsom’s directive to reduce WaterFix to a single Tunnel and MWD’s acceptance of that 
directive and any other pertinent rate drivers as applied to MWD’s rate structure post 2017 
Appeals Court decision. 

Interagency Dealings and Legal 

1. Provide an assessment of the other Colorado River Stakeholders support or opposition for a 
new Aqueduct including outreach to the following: 

• IID/Imperial Valley Residents and Businesses 

• Colorado River Basin States 

• California Colorado River Board member agencies  

• US Bureau of Reclamation 

• San Diego County state and federal Legislative Delegations 

• Environmental NGOs 
 

2. Identify the contract terms that would be subject to renegotiation from a reopening of the 
QSA and the IID Transfer agreement  on the part of the Water Authority and IID  
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3. Analyze the litigation risks of pursuing the project including how litigation could effect 
schedule and timing with Price Reset in the IID Agreement  
 

4. If demineralization is to occur in San Diego County assess the impacts of brine discharges 
into the Metropolitan Wastewater System or other constraints for brine disposal. This was not 
analyzed in previous studies by the Water Authority. 

Environmental and Permitting 

1. Under CEQA/NEPA a lead agency must identify the environmentally superior/preferable 
alternative and the purpose and need or Project Goal. It is likely the existing Aqueduct and 
the Exchange Agreement with MWD will be the Environmentally Superior/Preferable 
Alternative since it is part of existing environmental conditions. Impacts would be additive 
by the need to construct demineralization facilities and reconfigure the Aqueduct system to 
serve north of San Vicente Reservoir. We recommend an analysis that: 

• Identifies  Project Goals and Objectives consistent with CEQA/NEPA 

• Estimates increased GHG emissions from conveyance, demineralization and 
reconfiguration of Authority Aqueduct system and calculate the net increase or 
decrease from existing MWD CRA and gravity operations 

• Identifies specific sources of renewable energy and potential cost range to reduce 
GHG emissions 

• Include results in Litigation Risk analysis above  

 

2. Prepare a Risk Matrix on each of the required permits and its effect on schedule and whether 
it has cost implications 

This letter is an initial summary of issues we were able to identify this week in time for your 
April 5th deadline for the April 11th Special Board Workshop.  We hope to provide additional, 
more detailed technical comments as this discussion commences with the Water Authority. 
Again, we appreciate the opportunity to engage and provide input into this important issue that 
affects all member agencies and our ratepayers and look forward to continuing to engage in more 
detail in the near future. 

 

 

. 
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Sincerely, 
 

                            

 
 
 

Kimberly A. Thorner 
General Manager 
Olivenhain Municipal Water District 

 

 
Gary Arant 
General Manager  
Valley Center Municipal Water District 
 

 
 

 
Glenn Pruim 
General Manager  

  Vallecitos Water District 

 

 
Greg Thomas 
General Manager 
Rincon del Diablo Municipal Water District  

 

 
 
Jack Bebee 
General Manager 
Fallbrook Public Utility District 

 

 
Tom Kennedy 
General Manager  
Rainbow Municipal Water District 

 
 

 
 
Bill O’Donnell 
General Manager 
San Dieguito Water District 

 

 

 
Cari Dale 
Water Utilities Director 
City of Oceanside 

 
 

 
Tina White 
City Manager 
City of Poway 

 

 

 
Carlos V. Lugo 
General Manager 
Helix Water District 
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David Barnum 
General Manager 
Ramona Municipal Water District 

 
 
 
(Signature to follow) 
 
Richard Williamson 
General Manager 
Yuima Municipal Water District 

 
 
 
 
cc:  Chair Jim Madaffer, San Diego County Water Authority 
 Assistant General Manager Dan Denham, San Diego County Water Authority  
 


