PPIC WATER POLICY CENTER

INSPIRING CHANGE
IN CALIFORNIA’S WATER POLICY
This past year’s wave of emergencies—the COVID-19 pandemic, recession, a
statewide wildfire siege, and drought—upended California and roiled its water
world. These crises worsened long-standing inequities in access to water services,
and made it harder to improve the resilience of the state’s water system and
ecosystems.

WE HELD VIRTUAL EVENTS
THROUGHOUT THE YEAR WITH
THOUSANDS OF VIEWERS

Our water team rose to the challenge and kept pace with this rapidly shifting
landscape. New research and virtual events helped foster consequential conversations on key problems and possible solutions. Our blog covered timely issues and
brought insights from diverse experts on some of the state’s toughest challenges. And
we met with a wide range of stakeholders and helped grow the audience engaged in
finding innovative ways forward. Key impacts of our work in 2020 include:
Preparing for wildfire
California’s record 2020 wildfire season increased pressure to develop tangible
solutions to reduce risk and improve the health of headwater forests, where most of
the state’s surface water originates. Our work on the benefits and beneficiaries of
forest management played a key role in shaping policy discussions. Our key messages had broad traction, particularly on the ecological basis for improving forest health,
and the many benefits—including economic development—of management efforts.
Our findings were integrated into a shared stewardship agreement between the state
and US Forest Service. And our work helped motivate the state’s first-Wildfire &
Forest Resilience Action Plan and related spending proposals.

CENTER PRODUCTS COVERED A WIDE
RANGE OF WATER ISSUES
25 Crosscutting

Planning for groundwater sustainability
As the San Joaquin Valley starts to implement the Sustainable Groundwater
Management Act, we analyzed how well sustainability plans address the law’s
core objectives and reviewed ways that parties can work together to manage
groundwater for long-term sustainability. Our review revealed overly optimistic
assumptions about water available for recharge and new supplies. We also found
potential harm to drinking water wells and continued land subsidence. Our
researchers were invited by high-ranking officials in the Newson administration
to facilitate a conversation on how to improve the plans.
Improving freshwater ecosystem health
California’s river ecosystems have been significantly altered by dams, diversions,
and land conversions, which has disrupted the processes that sustain ecosystem
health and created a crisis for native fish and wildlife. We built on our body of work
to improve freshwater ecosystems with a new report on “functional flows”—
seasonal releases timed to restore key ecosystem functions, such as small winter
floods and snowmelt pulses. This work has been widely adopted and is central to
the State Water Board’s California Environmental Flows Framework.
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For information on supporting the
PPIC Water Policy Center, please contact
Quinn King, senior development associate,
at king@ppic.org or 415.291.4429.
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