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APPENDIX A: 
California’s Drought Policies 

The driest four-year precipitation record for California 

is from 2012 to 2015, where 2015 also marks the 

smallest snowpack on record at 5 percent of average.123 

This most recent drought (2012-2016) showered the 

state with record setting heat and spurred several 

important policies that have enabled California to 

enact a long-term framework (Water Action Plan) that 

prioritizes conservation, funding and actions necessary 

to deal with water supply sustainability. Below are the 

main pieces of legislation that were signed into law to 

coordinate and improve drought relief.  

In May of 2013, Governor Edmund G. Brown, Jr. issued 

Executive Order B-21-13 that directed the State Water 

Resources Control Board (SWRCB) and the California Department of Water Resources (CDWR) to 

expedite the process and review of water transfers with specifications to “alleviate critical 

impacts to San Joaquin Valley agriculture.”124 This EO was enacted after a record dry January-

May and after CDWR’s snow survey determined that, on May 2, 2013, the Sierra snowpack was 

at 17 percent of normal conditions. December of 2013 also marked a record dry month that 

resulted in the Governor’s establishment of an Interagency Drought Task Force to coordinate 

responses to water shortages between federal and local agencies.   

In January 2014 the Governor’s administration released California’s Water Action Plan which 

was adopted to put California on a path to sustainable water management. The Plan was 

updated in 2016 and includes the following 10 key actions which have—and continue to—

comprehensively ground the policies discussed within this paper.  

1. Making conservation a California way of life. 

2. Increase regional self‐reliance and integrated water management across all levels of 

government. 

3. Achieve the co‐equal goals for the Delta. 

4. Protect and restore important ecosystems. 

5. Manage and prepare for dry periods. 

6. Expand water storage capacity and improve groundwater management. 

                                                 
123 Office of Governor Brown, Governor Brown Lifts Drought Emergency, Retains Prohibition on Wasteful Practices, 
April 7, 2017.  

124 Governor Brown, Executive Order B-21-13. 

“We can’t make it rain, but 

we can be much better 

prepared for the terrible 

consequences that 

California’s drought now 

threatens, including 

dramatically less water for 

our farms and communities.” 

 
Governor Brown Declares Drought 

State of Emergency, January 17, 2014 
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7. Provide safe water for all communities.   

8. Increase flood protection.   

9. Increase operational and regulatory efficiency. 

10. Identify sustainable and integrated financing opportunities.  

In January 2014, Governor Brown also declared a drought State of Emergency following 2 dry 

years of hydrology—2012 and 2013 respectively. The Governor’s Proclamation of a State of 

Emergency (Proclamation No. 1-17-2014), paved the way for California to deliver much needed 

emergency drought relief assistance to severely impacted communities throughout CA. These 

efforts began through the following directives that complement the key actions within the 

Water Action Plan: 

 CDWR was directed to lead state agencies in implementing a water conservation 

campaign to have Californians reduce their water usage by 20 percent. The campaign 

was to build upon the existing Save Our Water campaign.  

 Local urban water suppliers and municipalities were ordered to implement their local 

water shortage contingency plans immediately. 

 The state’s Drinking Water Program was directed to work with local agencies to identify 

communities that may run out of drinking water and to identify emergency 

interconnections that exist and could help threatened communities.  

 CDWR and the SWRCB were directed to expedite the processing of water transfers, 

expedite the funding for water supply enhancement projects and to take the actions 

necessary to make water immediately available.  

On April 25, 2014, Governor Brown issued an Executive Order (April 2014 Proclamation) to 

increase drought efforts due to three years of drought conditions. This EO most notably 

required the SWRCB to adopt emergency regulations to limit wasteful urban water usage and 

directed California residents to stop wasting water on sidewalks, driveways, landscapes, 

vehicles and more.  

A few months later in September of 2014, three pieces of legislation were signed into law that 

include Assembly Bill 1739, Senate Bill 1168 and Senate Bill 1319. Collectively these three bills 

are known as the Sustainable Groundwater Management Act (SGMA)—California’s first 

framework to manage groundwater sustainability for long-term reliability benefits. For more 

information on SGMA refer to Chapter 4.  

Days later, EO B-26-14 was issued to help streamline efforts for families without drinking water 

to provide temporary supplies under the California Disaster Assistance Act. 2014 ranked as the 

third driest water year on record in terms of statewide precipitation and California lawmakers 

put Proposition 1 (AB 1471, the Water Bond) on the ballot November 4, 2014 which was passed 

by 4,771,350 voters (67.13 percent). The Water Action Plan provided the foundation for this 

bond. 

Prop 1 allocated $7.545 billion in general obligation bonds to fund the following items shown in 

Table A-1. 



A-3 

Table A-1:  Proposition 1 Funding Allocations and Balance Remaining 

Prop 1 Funded Item Allocation Committed Balance 

Statewide Water System 

Operational Improvement and 

Drought Preparedness  

$2.7 billion $2,646,000,000 $54,000,000 

Protecting Rivers, Lakes, 

Streams, Coastal Waters and 

Watersheds 

$1.495 billion $1,161,661,000 $333,339,000 

Groundwater Sustainability $900 million $859,066,000 $40,934,000 

Water Recycling $725 million $694,834,000 $30,166,000 

Regional Water Security, Climate 

and Drought Preparedness 
$810 million $512,726,000 $297,274,000 

Clean, Safe and Reliable Drinking 

Water 
$520 million $480,451,000 $39,549,000 

Flood Management $395 million $111,000,000 $284,000,000 

Statewide Bond Costs X $150,900,000 ($150,900,000) 

Total $7.545 billion $6,616,638,000 $928,362,000 

Source: California Natural Resources Agency Bond Accountability Website.  

 As dry conditions continued, the Governor directed the SWRCB—on April 15, 2015—to 

implement a mandatory water reduction in cities and towns across California to reduce 

statewide potable water usage 25 percent by February 28, 2016. This mandatory reduction (EO 

B-29-15) was a first for the state and the Executive Order also included provisions to replace 50 

million square feet of lawns with drought tolerant landscapes, prohibit new developments from 

irrigation with potable water unless using water-efficient drip irrigation systems and investing 

in new technologies.  

2015 also marked the year that the Governor had to issue two executive orders for the State of 

Emergency due to California wildfires (EO B-33-15 and EO B-35-15) and in November issued EO 

B-36-15 to bolster drought responses as the state entered its fifth year of drought.  

Though the beginning of 2016 brought some much needed precipitation, the Governor 

introduced E0 B-37-16 (Making Water Conservation a California Way of Life) in May to ensure 

and increase long-term water conservation in the state since drought conditions continued to 

persist in many regions, especially the Central Valley. This EO mentions the priorities in the 

California Water Action Plan and calls on Californians to use water more wisely, eliminate water 

waste, strengthen local drought resilience, and improve agricultural water use efficiency.  
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Conditions continued to improve and in April of 2017, through Executive Order B-40-17, 

Governor Brown lifted the drought State of Emergency for all of California except for the 

following counties: Fresno, Kings, Tulare and Tuolumne.  

Most recently, on May 31, 2018 the Governor approved Assembly Bill 1668 and Senate Bill 606 

that add more performance measures for indoor water and for more efficient water use overall. 

SB 606 includes an amendment that changes “water conservation” to “efficient use of water.”  

Tulare County Actions 

As EO B-40-17 emphasized, Tulare County was deeply impacted by the drought and dry 

conditions persisted after the drought State of Emergency was rescinded.  Prior to the drought, 

water demand in the Southern San Joaquin Valley already exceeded the supplies available from 

surface streams, imports and sustainable groundwater extraction.  In the four decades from 

1962 to 2002, groundwater storage in the Tulare Basin dropped by nearly 70 million acre-feet.125  

Unlike the Sacramento Valley, San Joaquin Delta and San Joaquin Basin, the basin supplying the 

Southern San Joaquin Valley fell dramatically during dry periods, and failed to recover during 

wet periods.126  By 2012—the first year of the drought—CDWR estimated groundwater overdraft 

for the Tulare Basin to be 820,000 acre-feet per year, more than any other basin in the state and 

a majority of California’s total groundwater overdraft.127   

In East Porterville and other disadvantaged communities (DACs), many homes were dependent 

on domestic wells dug when groundwater levels were higher. By June of 2017, Tulare County 

had experienced over 1,600 domestic well failures, with more than 300 in East Porterville 

alone.128  Extensive media coverage highlighted the community of East Porterville’s wells running 

dry and the emergency supplies of bottled water that needed to be trucked in. To create a 

sustainable solution, the state (CDWR, Governor’s Office of Emergency Services, SWRCB) worked 

with Porterville and Tulare County organizations to implement the East Porterville Water 

Supply Project. This project began construction in January 2016 to connect 755 homes to a 

permanent piped water supply.  

Under the Tulare County Water Conservation Program Statute, which applies in areas where the 

county provides domestic water, restrictions on water use apply in escalating “stages” based on 

the severity of the drought.129  Stage 1 includes general requirements to avoid waste, such as 

not allowing excess runoff, not using hoses without shut-off nozzles to wash outdoor surfaces, 

                                                 
125 U.S. Geological Survey.  2009.  Fact Sheet 2009-3057.  California’s Central Valley Groundwater Study:  A Powerful 
New Tool to Assess Water Resources in California’s Central Valley.  Retrieved from 
https://pubs.usgs.gov/fs/2009/3057. 

126 Ibid. 

127 Tulare County General Plan 2030 Update (2012).  Retrieved from http://generalplan.co.tulare.ca.us/. 

128 Tulare County.  2017.  Drought.  Retrieved from 
http://tularecounty.ca.gov/emergencies/index.cfm/drought/drought-effects-status-updates. 

129 Tulare County Ordinance Code §§ 8-07-1000 et seq.  Tulare County also mandates water efficient landscaping 
practices, such as using permeable surfaces to maximize retention of rainfall.  See Tulare County Ordinance Code §§ 7-
31-1000 et seq. 

https://pubs.usgs.gov/fs/2009/3057
http://generalplan.co.tulare.ca.us/
http://tularecounty.ca.gov/emergencies/index.cfm/drought/drought-effects-status-updates
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and not watering landscapes or refilling swimming pools during mid-day in the summer.130  

Stage 2 establishes voluntary guidelines on the time and manner of outdoor watering, while 

Stage 3 imposes mandatory limits, including restricting outdoor watering to two days a week. 131  

Stage 4 (“Water Emergency”) imposes additional mandatory limits, including prohibitions on 

watering between 6:00 a.m. and 8:00 p.m. (even on designated days), refilling swimming pools 

and other outdoor water uses.132  Currently, the county is enforcing Stage 4 restrictions for 

residents served by the Seville Water Company, and Stage 3 restrictions for customers of two 

other county-operated water systems.133 

Many of Tulare County’s cities have adopted similarly structured ordinances, though the 

restrictions associated with each stage vary.134 Below are the major county ordinances that were 

enacted to help improve drought conditions. 

Table A-2:  Tulare County Drought Actions 

Local Actions Date Description 

Tulare County 
City Council-
Resolution 2014-
0090 

February 4, 
2014 

State of Emergency declared by Tulare County City Council 

Tulare County 

Ordinance: 8-07-

1000 

January 6, 
2015 

It is the purpose and intent of this Chapter to minimize outdoor water 
use and to control unnecessary consumption of the available potable 
water supplies in certain unincorporated areas wherein the County 
supplies potable domestic water to residents of the County of Tulare. 
Within are specific provisions and penalties for excessive use of 
water.  

City of Visalia-
Ordinance 13.20 
 

June 2, 
2015 

It is the purpose and intent of this ordinance is to prevent waste or 
unreasonable use or unreasonable method of use of water in the 
city. Details specific regulations on the use of water and water 
conservation stages.  

City of 
Porterville- 
Ordinance 1830 

November 
17, 2015 

The city council has adopted by resolution its water conservation 
plan which sets forth water conservation phases and conservation 
measures including mandatory restrictions on water usage by 
property owners and water consumers.  

City of Tulare-
Ordinance 7.32 
 

February 
16, 2016 

The ordinance codified in this chapter specifies the purpose and goal 
of eliminating water waste and to minimizing outdoor water use and 
to control unnecessary consumption of the available potable water 
supplies in the city. It details specific regulations and prohibitions.  

Source: Tulare County Website 

  

                                                 
130 Tulare County Ordinance Code § 8-07-1145. 

131 Tulare County Ordinance Code §§ 8-07-1155, 8-07-1170. 

132 Tulare County Ordinance Code § 8-07-1175. 

133 Tulare County.  2017b.  Outdoor Water Conservation.  Retrieved from  
http://www.tularecounty.ca.gov/rma/index.cfm/public-works/water-sewer-services/outdoor-water-conservation/. 

134 City of Tulare Ordinance Code §§ 7.32.010 et seq., City of Visalia Municipal Code §§ 13.20.010 et seq., City of 
Farmersville Ordinance Code §§ 13.06.010 et seq.; and City of Dinuba Municipal Code §§ 13.05.010 et seq. 

http://www.tularecounty.ca.gov/rma/index.cfm/public-works/water-sewer-services/outdoor-water-conservation/
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Key Policies to Increase Tulare County’s Drought Resilience  

The state responded to the drought by enacting multiple laws and regulations that are meant to 

increase California’s resilience to climatic extremes by creating a more sustainable water 

supply. Below are the key policies relevant to accelerating adoption of technologies that will 

increase Tulare County’s drought resilience by saving water and energy for a productive 

agricultural region that meets its water needs from a combination of surface water, imported 

water and groundwater.  

Recycled Water 

With advancements in technology, recycling water has become a reliable, safe and sustainable 

alternative supply for the state and especially for regions like Tulare County that are heavily 

dependent on surface and imported water supplies. [See Appendix B: Recycled Water for more 

information about Tulare County’s recycled water opportunities.] 

Gray Water 

Gray water utilizes wastewater from bathtubs, showers, bathroom washbasins, washing 

machines and laundry tubs for residential potable water use in landscape and toilet 

applications. This onsite reuse saves water and energy and reduces residents’ water bills. 

Because showers, sinks and laundry water comprise 50-80 percent of residential wastewater, 

gray water systems have a large market opportunity within Tulare County. 

Groundwater 

Tulare County is heavily dependent on groundwater, especially when surface water supplies are 

low. Tulare is also served by critically overdrafted sub-basins that are subject to the Sustainable 

Groundwater Management Act.  

Groundwater Quality 

There are multiple regulations and rules to govern salt and nitrate management in California’s 

South San Joaquin Valley that are enacted to sustain and increase the region’s water quality. 

These policies include waste discharge requirements for milk cow dairies and the Central 

Valley-wide Salt and Nitrate Management Plan (SNMP). The SWRCB is also required to develop 

pilot projects that focus on nitrates in groundwater in the Tulare Lake Basin. [See Appendix E: 

Groundwater Quality for more information.] 
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CHAPTER V  

State and Local Policies, Rules and Regulations 

 

Tulare County General Plan 2030 Update  

Goals and Policies Report  

Chapter 11, Water Resources  

(Major Goals for Water Conservation and Reclaimed Wastewater)   

 

Tulare County's General Plan Update states that the County's long-term strategy for water 

centers on "protecting and conserving existing water supplies and identifying new sources of 

water.  As Tulare County continues to grow, new methods for conserving, treating and 

supplying water will enable County residents and farmers to continue to have an adequate 

supply of quality water that limits long-term impacts on groundwater."  Chapter 11 identifies 

the following goals, polices and implementation measures to ensure sustainable management 

of the County's water resources:   

GOAL WR-1 (Water Quantity) Provide for the current and long-range water needs of the 

County and for the protection of the quality and quantity of surface and ground water 

resources. 

POLICY 1.5 Expand Use of Reclaimed Wastewater:  To augment groundwater supplies 

and to conserve potable water for domestic purposes, the County shall seek 

opportunities to expand groundwater recharge efforts 

POLICY 1.6 Expand Use of Reclaimed Water:  The County shall encourage the use of 

tertiary treated wastewater and household gray water for irrigation of agricultural lands, 

recreation and open space areas, and large landscaped areas as a means of reducing 

demand for groundwater resources.   

GOAL WR-2: (Water Quality) Provide for the current and long-range water needs of the 

County and for the protection of the quality of surface water and groundwater resources; 

GOAL WR-3   Provide a sustainable, long-term supply of water resources to meet domestic, 

agricultural, industrial and recreational needs and to assure that new urban development is 

consistent with available water resources.   

POLICY WR-3.1 Develop Additional Water Sources:  The County shall encourage, 

support and, as warranted, require the identification and development of additional 

water sources through the expansion of water storage reservoirs, development of 

groundwater banking for recharge and infiltration, and promotion of water conservation 

programs, and support of other projects and programs that intend to increase the water 

sources available to the County and reduce the individual demands of urban and 

agricultural users.   
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POLICY WR-3.5 Use Native and Drought Tolerant Landscapes:  The County shall 

encourage the use of low water consuming, drought-tolerant and native landscaping and 

emphasize the importance of utilizing water conserving techniques, such as night 

watering, mulching and drip irrigation.  

POLICY WR-3.6 Establish a Water Use Efficiency Education Program:  The County shall 

support educational programs targeted at reducing water consumption and enhancing 

groundwater recharge.    

POLICY WR-3.7 Establish an Emergency Water Conservation Plan for County-operated 

water systems to identify appropriate conservation policies that can be implemented 

during times of water shortages..." 

IMPLEMENTATION MEASURES (IMs) help achieve the above policies and include: 

IM 10:  The County shall incorporate provisions, including evaluating incentives, for use 

of reclaimed wastewater, water conserving appliances, drought tolerant landscaping, 

and other water conservation techniques into the County's building, zoning and 

subdivision ordinances.  (pages 11-12 - 11-13) Supports Policies WR-1.5, WR-3.1, 3.5, 3.6. 

 

IM 21:  The County shall maintain and implement its water efficient landscape 

ordinance or the Dept. of Water Resources Model Water Efficient Landscape Ordinance 

(page 11-14).  Supports Policy WR-3.5.     

 




