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STOCKTON - Now the drought hits home.  By Alex Breitler
Record Staff Writer

February 20, 2009 6:00 AM

For the first time since the late 1980s and early '90s, much of Stockton may well see a mandatory 10 percent cut in water usage this summer, an official said.

The city has, until now, been somewhat shielded from the water shortages plaguing much of the state. But unless last weekend's stormy weather is repeated, Stockton could join a growing group of communities planning mandatory cuts, said Bob Granberg, deputy director of the city's Municipal Utilities Department.

Key decisions

• Today, the federal Bureau of Reclamation is scheduled to announce how much water is expected to be available for its contractors, including the Westlands Water District. Some observers predict that no water will be given, an unprecedented blow for San Joaquin Valley farmers.

• On March 3, San Joaquin County Department of Public Works officials plan to ask county supervisors to declare a drought.

• In March or April, the Stockton City Council will act on possible mandatory water conservation for residents.

Throughout the state, much hinges on the federal Bureau of Reclamation's announcement today of how much water will be delivered to farms and cities south of the Delta, including Tracy and some south San Joaquin County farms.

Some farmers are expecting no water at all.

Walnut farmer Jim McLeod, 80, describes the scene south of the Delta: "Everybody's scrambling. They're drilling all kinds of wells; they're dropping the water table. It's desperate measures for desperate people."

Our source

The Stockton East Water District, which supplies the city and area farms with water, has two primary surface sources: New Hogan Lake on the Calaveras River and New Melones Lake on the Stanislaus River.

Don't count on getting any water from the Stanislaus this year; while Stockton has a contract with the federal government, even in wet years it often doesn't get that water because of environmental needs.

A similar contract with the South San Joaquin Irrigation District is likely to be significantly slashed.

That leaves New Hogan, which already is perilously low. The plan is to draw the lake down to the lowest level at which fish can survive and recreation can continue, Stockton East's Kevin Kauffman said. That will get east San Joaquin County farmers and Stockton residents through the summer.

But if next year should be dry?

"We'll be dancing in the streets trying to make it rain," Kauffman said. "We'll be in dire straits."

New Hogan has dropped to its lowest allowable level twice: in 1977 and in 1988.

How about where I live?

Stockton does not depend only on reservoirs. It draws about 40 percent of its water from below ground, tapping a vulnerable aquifer that is shrinking and, in the east county, is dropping close to 1992 levels.

Less water from rivers means more pressure on those underground supplies. That's why mandatory restrictions may be crucial this summer, Granberg said.

If water cuts are ordered, homes and businesses would have to stay within a percentage of their base water usage. Those who go over the limit could face fines, Granberg said. To help residents, the city would offer free water conservation audits.

Municipal Utilities cuts would not apply to portions of central and southeast Stockton, which are served by the California Water Service Co. A spokesman there said that the company still is debating whether cuts will be required.

The outlook is better elsewhere in San Joaquin County:

» Lodi. The city relies entirely upon groundwater, with no mandatory cuts on the horizon, a spokesman said.

» Manteca. While deliveries from the South San Joaquin district almost certainly will be cut, the city can pump more from the ground to make up the difference.

Manteca's groundwater aquifer is stronger than Stockton's, although it contains arsenic and is not as high in quality as river water. No water rationing is expected, associate engineer Keith Conarroe said.

» Tracy. This is the only major city in San Joaquin County that gets water pumped from the Delta. That supply already has been cut back because of endangered species, not to mention the drought.

However, the Delta accounts for only one source of city water. Groundwater and reduced flows from South San Joaquin should see Tracy through 2009 without rationing, Deputy Public Works Director Steve Bayley said.

Tracy already is doing a good job conserving water in part because roughly 1,000 vacant homes have reduced demand, he said.

» To the east, the Calaveras County Water District, which has senior water rights on three rivers, plans to push conservation hard this year in part by uploading software to its Web site that will allow residents to audit their water usage, a spokesman said. But no rationing is planned.

The big picture

Water rationing was put in place in summer in the East Bay, where communities rely heavily on the limited flows of the Mokelumne River.

Officials in Los Angeles voted Tuesday to impose rationing this summer, with penalties. That's partly because the state Department of Water Resources, which provides water mostly for urban use south of the Tehachapi Mountains, has said it will be able to deliver only 15 percent of contracted water.

The natural drought is worsened by pumping restrictions to protect Delta smelt. And some of the 25 million Californians who get Delta water are boiling mad.

"Who really gives a damn if the Delta smelt goes extinct?" McLeod said.

While water exporters are quick to bemoan the regulatory restrictions, California is stuck in a natural drought, said Barry Nelson, a water advocate for the Natural Resources Defense Council in San Francisco.

Although an allocation of zero water would be unprecedented, the sprawling Westlands Water District in the west San Joaquin Valley has, in fact, rarely gotten all of the water for which it asks.

"I have some sympathy for the individual farmers," Nelson said. "They have a right to expect the federal government will tell them the truth (about) how much water they can deliver.

"But the major point right now," he said, "is the reason the water picture is so grim is because we're in the third year of a drought."
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