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Introduction 
 
Santa Cruz County surface water and groundwater resources provide drinking water for 
residents and visitors, critical habitat to numerous plant and animal species, and opportunities 
for recreational and commercial activities. Like many other areas of California, the County faces 
water resource challenges including inadequate water supply particularly during droughts, 
impaired water quality, overdrafted groundwater basins, depleted streams, and degraded 
riparian habitat. The overwhelming majority of Santa Cruzôs water supply is locally derived ï a 
unique situation in a state supported by large federal and state water projects. Domestic supply 
within the region is provided by five large public agencies, four medium water systems, 115 
small water systems, and some 8,000 individual wells. County staff, local agencies, 
organizations, and the community are continuing to work together toward long term solutions to 
ensure a reliable water supply balanced with maintaining environmental benefits. 
 
The 2020 water year was mixed. By mid-January rainfall levels were well above average and 
there was hope for a substantial water year. Instead, the rain stopped leading to a complete lack 
of measurable precipitation the entire month of February. Significant rainfall did pick up in March 
and continue through May but discharge rates in the San Lorenzo River watershed remained 
below average after mid-January as did total precipitation. 
 
There were two major stories that shaped 2020 at a local level, both of which had some impact 
on water. On March 16th local businesses, offices, tourist attractions, and hotels shut down, as 
the County locked down in response to the COIVD19 pandemic. That shift, while most dramatic 
in the spring, greatly changed the way the community uses water. There was a decrease in 
commercial water use from restaurants, hotels, camps and offices, and an increase in water use 
from residences as people sheltered in place. While there is still analysis to be done, it appears 
that there was an overall slight increase in water use over the previous year. 
 
The next major story was the CZU Lightning Complex Fire. The fire was started by a rare and 
stunning lightning storm which struck on August 16th, and ultimately burned more than 85,000 
acres of land in West Santa Cruz County. Over 900 houses were destroyed. Several water 
systems including the San Lorenzo Valley Water District, the City of Santa Cruz Water 
Department, and the Big Basin Water Company experienced damage to infrastructure and/or 
the watershed on which they rely. County Environmental Health worked with the Federal 
Emergency Management Agency and California Office of Emergency Services to quickly 
remove hazardous materials from the burn site, begin the process of removing debris, and take 
efforts to control possible toxic runoff before the region sees heavy rains. The County Water 
Quality Lab is working with staff from the City of Santa Cruz and San Lorenzo Valley Water 
District to monitor the impact of the fire on surface water quality. The ultimate impact of the fire 
and subsequent tree removal on water quality and habitat value will not be fully understood for 
at least a year or two. The potential for catastrophic landslides which could damage property 
and critical fish habitat is a big concern going into 2021. 
 
One more big change is taking place in 2021. After over 40 years working on countywide water 
resources management, John Ricker is retiring at the end of 2020. John started working as a 
student worker for the County in 1974 and, with the exception of an extended sailing trip in the 
early 1980ôs, has been with the County ever since. His always calm and thoughtful approach to 
challenges, along with a strong commitment to partner with the other water management groups 
within the County, has shaped resource protection and built a strong foundation of positive 
collaboration in Santa Cruz. Appreciation has poured in from throughout the County and the 
State, thanking John for his decades of service and we all wish him well on his next adventure. 
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The County and its partner agencies continue to conduct a range of efforts for water resource 
management to address resource challenges. Following is a summary of some of the water 
resource management activities undertaken in 2020, organized under seven topic areas: 

1. Water Quality (Page 3)  
2. Watershed Health, Aquatic Habitat, and CZU Fire Response (Page 7) 
3. Groundwater Management (Page 11)  
4. Water Supply Planning (Page 13) 
5. Stormwater, Recharge, Flood Management, and Climate Change (Page 17)  
6. Small Water Systems (Page 20) 
7. Water Conservation (Page 21) 
 
 

1. Water Quality 
2020 was a dynamic year as the County Water 
Quality Lab navigated COVID-19 restrictions, 
responded to water quality concerns in the aftermath 
of the CZU lightning fires, expanded their drinking 
water testing program, and sustained ongoing beach 
and watershed monitoring. A big focus was to 
develop rapid screening methods for detecting the 
evidence of contamination in water systems 
impacted by the fires. In addition, significant progress 
was made on microbiological testing. 

 

a) Fire recovery support: Two types of water 
quality issues were triggered by the CZU fires. Immediately after the fires, many local 
residents reported damage to wells, water tanks, pipelines, and onsite treatment 
systems. In addition, there are ongoing concerns about impacts of runoff, downed trees, 
and debris flow on local watersheds. The water 
quality program launched two parallel efforts in 
support of the fire recovery efforts.  
 

i. Drinking water systems: Testing supplies 
and analytical tools were procured to 

enable rapid testing of drinking 
water systems that were directly or 
indirectly impacted by the fires. 
The water quality program was able to go beyond the traditional testing 
approaches and implement new analytical capabilities to detect fire-
related chemical contaminants.  To date, the County has tested drinking 
water from about 30 sites in Ben Lomond, Bonny Doon, Boulder Creek, 
Brookdale, Davenport, and Empire Grade. The primary issue identified 
was bacterial contamination due to tank failures or loss of pressure. A 
more comprehensive testing program is planned for 2021 with a focus on 
detecting and mitigating fire-related chemical contamination.  
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ii. Ambient water resources: The County identified sentinel monitoring sites along 
the north coast and in the San Lorenzo Valley 
to try to detect evidence of fire-related 
contamination. To-date three sets of samples 
have been collected from about 20 locations. 
Immediately after the fires, access was limited 
due to safety concerns. In general, sites were 
monitored in three timeframes: 

¶ within 3 weeks after the fires,  

¶ post-fire and pre-rain, and  

¶ post rain.  
The County is also partnering with the City of 
Santa Cruz for monitoring some sites in the 
San Lorenzo Valley to track potential changes 
over the upcoming storm season. 
 

iii. Following the CZU Lightning Complex Fire, the Volatile Organic Compound 
Benzene was detected above the state MCL in the Riverside Grove 
neighborhood of Boulder Creek.  Following the detection, the San Lorenzo Valley 
Water District (SLVWD) issued a Do Not Drink, Do Not Boil Notice.  Meanwhile, 
SLVWD crews: 

¶  Continued to collect water quality samples in all fire affected zones 

¶  Aggressively flushed the fire affected areas 

¶  Physically removed from the distribution system all service laterals to 
connections of burned structures 

VOCôs were not detected above the state MCLôs after 9/7/2020, as SLVWDôs 
actions led to a quick recovery in water quality of the distribution system. The 
SLVWD will be monitoring fire impacted areas on a routine basis for VOCôs until 
at least December 2022. The Countyôs Water Quality program is also 
implementing testing for benzene and other VOCs on an as-needed basis. 

 
b) Monitoring programs: The Countyôs ongoing recreational water monitoring program 

includes routine 
monitoring of about 30 
beach sites to track 
potential health risks due 
to bacterial 
contamination. During 
2020, some sampling 
activities were curtailed 
due to COVID-19 
restrictions and beach 
closures. The County 
also partnered with the 
City of Watsonville and 
Watsonville Wetlands 
Watch to implement bimonthly testing of Watsonville Sloughs. The County also 
continued monitoring programs to meet requirements of the Clean Water Act (CWA) 
Total Maximum Daily Loads (TMDLs) in local waterbodies. Coordination with other 
organizations: County staff continued to coordinate with the City of Santa Cruz, the City 
of Capitola, the City of Scotts Valley, and the County Sanitation District to implement 
projects and conduct monitoring to assess public health threats, reduce bacterial 
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contamination, and improve water quality. Data are posted on a website1 and mobile 
dashboard2 where the most recent water quality data are mapped for locations across 
the County.  

 
i. County staff continued to collaborate and strategize with the City of Santa Cruz, 

Save the Waves Coalition, Surfrider Foundation, and the Sierra Club in the 
Cowell Beach Working Group, to better understand and control recurring 
episodes of elevated bacteria levels at Cowell. Ongoing City improvements and 
improved monitoring protocols have led to more consistent water quality, 
however there were still health advisories due to elevated bacteria (29 in 2017, 8 
in 2018 13 in 2019, 67 in 2020). About 23% of the 2020 health advisories were 
associated with wet weather events. When there are elevated bacterial levels, 
the County strives to conduct follow-up testing within 48 hours to try to identify 
potential causes through supplemental water quality testing and bacterial 
speciation. The County continues to work closely with the City to ensure that 
posting of the beaches is accurate and up-to-date. The 2020 monitoring season 
provided an opportunity to conduct trials of EPA approved testing technologies 
that can provide same-day water quality results and enable more rapid follow-up 
investigations. These methodologies will be developed further in 2021. 

 
ii. County staff continue to monitor harmful algae blooms in vulnerable waterbodies. 

The County partners with the City of Watsonville to monitor nutrient levels and 
cyanobacterial toxins in Pinto Lake. There was no evidence of release of 
cyanobacterial toxins in Pinto Lake during 2020, most likely due to mitigation 
measures and the in-lake treatment that was implemented in 2017. However, 
algal blooms were detected at nearby Kelly and Drew Lakes and also in several 
nearshore lagoons.  

iii. County staff contribute monitoring data and statistical analyses of water quality in 
impaired watersheds (San Lorenzo, Soquel, Aptos, Pajaro, 
Corralitos/Salsipuedes, Watsonville Sloughs, Pinto Lake) in accordance with the 
Total Maximum Daily Load (TMDL) requirements of the Clean Water Act. County 
staff also conduct monitoring to in conjunction with flood control efforts, 
particularly in the lower Pajaro River. 

 

 
c) Analytical capabilities: During 2020, the Countyôs Water Quality Laboratory expanded its 

analytical capabilities to enable detection of organic contaminants in drinking water and 
surface water. The Laboratory also continued refining microbiological and biochemical 
test methods 
 

i. Organic contaminants: In late 2020, the Laboratory installed a new gas 
chromatograph to enable screening of water samples to identify the presence of 
volatile organics in water, such as benzene. The Laboratory also implemented 
the use of fluorometry and enzyme methods to determine if benzo(a)pyrene or 
other fire-related contaminants are present in drinking water sources and in 
runoff in the aftermath of storm events.  

 
1 http://scceh.com/waterquality.aspx 
2 http://sccgis.maps.arcgis.com/apps/opsdashboard/index.html#/d500dbfbd292461a834462cb867c2224 

http://scceh.com/waterquality.aspx
http://sccgis.maps.arcgis.com/apps/opsdashboard/index.html#/d500dbfbd292461a834462cb867c2224
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ii. Nutrient testing: A key concern in the aftermath of fires 
is to determine if increased loading of nutrients and 
organic carbon to local watersheds can trigger algal 
blooms and release of cyanobacterial toxins. During 
2020, the County expanded the scope of testing to 
allow for more detailed tracking of the form of nitrogen 
and phosphorus that are prevalent in each watershed.  

 
iii. Microbiological testing: The Laboratory continued 

refining molecular and biochemical techniques to 
determine if microbiological contamination is due to human activities within the 
watershed (e.g. onsite wastewater systems, encampments, illicit discharges) The 
Laboratory implemented EPA methods for same-day detection of indicator 
bacteria (Enterococci) to complement ongoing beach 
monitoring activities. The Laboratory also explored the 
feasibility of implementing wastewater surveillance 
techniques to track the prevalence of COVID-19.  

 
iv. Cyanobacterial toxins: The Laboratory continued 

development of capabilities to detect seasonal health 
risks in inland lakes and nearshore lagoons due to 
algal blooms and release of cyanobacterial toxins.  

 
d) Outreach: County staff partnered with Citizen Science 

activities sponsored by the Coastal Watershed Council and the Watsonville Wetlands 
Watch to process samples and generate defensible water quality data. Due to COVID-19 
restrictions, the annual May óSnapshot Dayô was 
cancelled in 2020.  The County also hosted student 
interns from UCSC and from Whitman College. The 
students participated in field and laboratory activities and 
received hands-on experience in various aspects of the 
water resources program. They also were able to learn 
about potential career pathways. 
 

e) Laboratory Accreditation: During 2020, the Water Quality 
Laboratory continued to meet accreditation requirements 
under the Stateôs Environmental Laboratory Accreditation 
Program (ELAP) and provide analytical services for small 
drinking water systems, private wells, storm drains, and 
other local water quality testing requirements. The 
laboratory has applied for renewal of the ELAP 
accreditation, which currently expires in early 2021. 
 

f) County staff maintain ongoing efforts for water quality protection through onsite 
wastewater system management, monitoring, and investigation, funded by County 
Service Area (CSA) 12. Properly functioning onsite wastewater systems are critical for 
maintaining in-stream flows in the San Lorenzo River to support fisheries and 
ecosystems. County staff submitted in November an updated sewage disposal 
ordinance and a Local Area Management Plan (LAMP) to the Central Coast Regional 
Water Quality Control Board for their review. The ordinance and LAMP must comply with 
State standards for onsite sewage systems. 
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2. Watershed Health, Aquatic Habitat, and CZU Fire Response  

The County and partner agencies and organizations continue to prioritize the management of 
natural resources to benefit the plants and animals living within the County, many of which are 
threatened or endangered. 2020 was a particularly challenging year as groups throughout the 
County navigated the aftermath of the CZU fire which burned over 87,000 acres of land.   
 

a) The County Water Resources Program and the Resource Conservation District of Santa 
Cruz County (RCD) developed and implemented a program to reduce toxic runoff from 
burned structures to protect community water supplies.  This Toxic Runoff Control 
Program focused on approximately 400 high priority structures that were adjacent to 
streams or within water supply watersheds.  The County and the RCD then worked with 
CalOES, the Dept of water Resources and the California Conservation Corps to install 
runoff control measures such as wattles and compost socks. The RCD secured 
additional support from the Fire Recovery Fund of the Community Foundation of Santa 
Cruz County and from the City of Santa Cruz to provide runoff control materials for 
additional sites, and completed several demonstration sites to train crews, volunteers, 
and landowners on proper installation of runoff and erosion control measures. For more 
information on the post-fire recovery services the RCD is providing, visit 
http://www.rcdsantacruz.org/post-fire 
 

b) The RCD responded to community needs for post-fire recovery education, coordination, 
and technical assistance to support landowners as they were able to safely return to 
their properties. The RCDôs outreach and education efforts include webinars, workshops, 
tabling events, supporting public communication through the Fire Safe Council of Santa 
Cruz County, and developing an online post-fire recovery resource library.  Water 
Resources staff contributed a presentation about preparing for post-fire changes along 
streams and waterways.  In partnership with the RCD, County Water Resources and 
Planning staff produced a Watershed Recovery Guide that includes the basics about 
post-fire property assessments, where to find more information and when to rely on 
nature for recovery.  Water Resources staff assisted with messaging and outreach about 
debris flow hazards.   

 

c) The RCD mobilized a team of experts with specialties in erosion control, rural roads, 
forestry and engineering to complete over 400 site visits to properties impacted by the 
CZU Lightning Complex Fire. Common areas of questions and concerns amongst 
landowners include erosion control (and proper installation of erosion control measures), 
impacts to roads and culverts, tree hazards, stream wood, and control of potential toxic 
debris runoff.  
 

d) In August 2020 the SLVWD experienced significant fire damage during the CZU 
Lightning Fire Complex fires. Approximately, 1600 acres 
along the Ben Lomond Mountain, a key water supply 
watershed, were burned. SLVWD staff, the County, and 
Cal Fire are working on erosion control, restoration, and 
hazard tree removal. Prior to the CZU fires staff was 
working to prepare a Fire Management Plan through 
partnership with Panorama Environmental INC. The plan 
will improve mapping, road access for fire personnel and 
improve communications with Fire Prevention Agencies. 
Mapping proved valuable during the fire; it helped the 
SLVWD prepare for fire moving through the area, giving 
Cal Fire access to facilities. Staff is also working to create Pipeline destruction, SLVWD 

http://www.rcdsantacruz.org/post-fire
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a post-fire plan to ensure the most efficient recovery of SLVWDôs water resources 
following the CZU fire event. 
 

e) County Water Resource Program staff continue to implement various programs and 
projects to benefit steelhead and coho salmon habitat that is degraded due to historic 
and current land and water use. Coho salmon are listed as endangered under both the 
state and federal Endangered Species Act (ESA) and are critically endangered in Santa 
Cruz County. Small populations of coho salmon persist in North Coast streams with the 
support of a conservation hatchery. Steelhead are listed as threatened under the 
Federal ESA and continue to persist in most county streams at low to moderate 
population numbers. Current recovery actions focus on improving dry season streamflow 
and habitat complexity.  
 

f) The County partnered with the Central Coast Wetlands Group and the RCD to mentor 
two Americorps Watershed Stewards from October 2019 to August 2020.  As part of 
their focus on riparian conservation, the Watershed Stewards completed an analysis of 
riparian conditions in the San Lorenzo Watershed.  Riparian condition scores were 
primarily in the mid-range, with some very good and excellent condition sites.  Narrow 
riparian width and non-native vegetation were 2 common reasons for lower scores.    

 
g) County Water Resource Program staff continued to collaborate with local water agencies 

to monitor juvenile steelhead densities and stream habitat in four watersheds: San 
Lorenzo, Soquel, Aptos and Pajaro. Preliminary results for 2020 show overall decreased 
densities in all 4 watersheds compared to 2019. Densities observed in 2020 were more 
similar to those observed from 2014-2018. Growth rates ranged from average to below 
average at most sites with a majority of young steelhead growing into the larger size 
class (> 75 mm). In 2020, lower densities indicated fewer adult returns and less 
successful spawning during a dry winter. For Aptos lagoon, mark and recapture 
sampling resulted in the third highest juvenile steelhead estimate of the 8 sampling 
years.  For Soquel lagoon, the population estimate was below average and fish were 
larger than in 2019. No juvenile steelhead were observed in the Pajaro lagoon. 
 

h) County Water Resource Program staff continued to implement the Stream Wood 
Program to maintain large wood in streams for habitat value while allowing modification 
to manage flood risk and infrastructure protection. Staff responds to public requests, 
evaluates fallen trees and accumulations of wood, and provides a determination as to 
whether it is acceptable to leave wood in place or make modifications. Significant 
benefits of stream wood include pool formation and cover habitat, sediment retention 
and sediment sorting.  The winter of 2019-20 created a low number (7) of new stream 
wood sites.  The CZU Fire will likely result in a significant input of large wood within and 
downstream of the fire area.    
 

i) County staff provided logistical and planning assistance to the Salmonid Restoration 
Federation in hosting the 2020 conference in Santa Cruz.  The conference, cancelled 
due to COVID-19, would have provided a state-wide showcase for local efforts to 
support steelhead and coho salmon conservation.     
 

j) County staff continue to participate in a multi-agency effort to restore natural lagoon and 
marsh dynamics at Scott Creek while constructing a new Highway 1 bridge at this 
location. The RCD is leading the project with a Technical Advisory Committee that 
includes regulatory and natural resource agencies. Caltrans has begun initial bridge 
design.   
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k) County staff continue to participate in a multi-agency effort to restore natural lagoon and 

marsh dynamics at Scott Creek while constructing a new Highway 1 bridge at this 
location. The RCD is leading the project with a Technical Advisory Committee that 
includes regulatory and natural resource agencies. The project just reached a major 
milestone with the completion of 65% designs for the Scotts Creek lagoon and marsh 
restoration project. In addition, CalTrans is advancing the initial bridge design and 
integration with the restoration project elements in collaboration with the RCD, the 
Regional Transportation Commission, and the Technical Advisory Committee.  
 

l) The County provided funding to the RCD to work directly with property owners to provide 
outreach and technical assistance on repairing and preventing storm related damage. 
The RCD visited properties at landownersô request with concerns related to home 
drainage/erosion, roads, landslides, and streambank failures, permit assistance, fire 
preparedness, livestock management, invasive species control and habitat 
enhancement.  The annual Living on Rural Properties and other education and outreach 
activities were postponed due to COVID-19 and staff focused on the urgent fire 
response needs. These funds helped the RCD write and submit a grant proposal to the 
California Fire Safe Council (to support countywide fire preparedness) and IRWMP (to 
support countywide sediment reduction from rural roads and rural residential properties) 
that were both awarded and will start in 2021. 
 

m) The RCD continued to work with landowners and agency partners to plan and permit 
habitat improvement projects through the Integrated Watershed Restoration Program 
(IWRP). Projects include: fish passage barrier removals on Branciforte Creek, large 
wood installation on Soquel and Aptos Creeks, south county salamander breeding pond 
creation, and removal of the lower Mill Creek dam. Other projects underway or 
completed include: rural road upgrades, managed aquifer recharge projects, stormwater 
management and community education. 
 

n) In June 2020, the RCD completed a three-year project funded by a US EPA Clean 
Water Grant through an agreement with the State Water Resources Control Board. The 
goal of the project was to reduce pesticide loading and toxicity to surface and 
groundwater in the Pajaro River watershed by collaborating with growers and 
landowners and providing cost-share funding to implement a variety of voluntary 
management practices.  Working with many partners including UC Davis, NRCS, Point 
Blue Conservation Science, and other RCDs, growers and landowners on nine farms in 
the Upper and Lower Pajaro Watershed implemented projects ranging from tried and 
true practices like hedgerows and grassed filter strips, to more innovative, multistep, 
collective treatment systems incorporating biochar filtration. This resulted in a total of 
1,685 irrigated agricultural acres that receive water quality benefits through these 
projects. 
 

o) The City of Santa Cruz and San Lorenzo Valley Water District continued efforts to 
monitor streamflow and habitat conditions in their drinking water watersheds in an effort 
to establish objectives for habitat improvement.  
 

p) The City of Santa Cruz has continued to bypass significantly more flow for fish than in 
previous years in Laguna, Majors, and Liddell Creeks, and the lower San Lorenzo River 
as a part of an interim agreement with the fishery agencies. The City continues to work 
on its Endangered Species Act compliance and completed an administrative draft 
Habitat Conservation Plan (HCP) for anadromous salmonids at the end of FY 2020. A 
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draft HCP for species under US Fish and Wildlife Service jurisdiction also moved into 
final review at the end of FY 2020.  
 

q) The City of Santa Cruz continued work on a number of other watershed protection 
efforts, including watershed lands fire preparedness work, ongoing lagoon monitoring, 
San Lorenzo Lagoon water surface elevation control management, Integrated Pest 
Management program development, conducting patrols along the San Lorenzo River, 
cleaning up homeless camps and pursuing enforcement on illegal stream diversions on 
critical streams. In the summer of 2020, the City observed coho salmon young of the 
year for the first time in 15 years in Laguna Creek lagoon during their annual seining 
surveys. Additionally, the City observed coho salmon young of the year for the first time 
in Majors Creek during snorkel surveys in the fall of 2020.  
 

r) While the City and partners (including the County Water Resources Program) were able 
to hold the 6th annual State of the San Lorenzo River Symposium, the Cityôs interpretive 
programming was severely affected by COVID-19. Many events ranging from Loch 
Lomond interpretive tours to elementary school programming simply could not proceed 
safely. In response, the City has recently developed limited curriculum for remote 
participation and is actively planning additional resources to support FY 2021 work. 
Several videos related to this work can be found here: 
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCyHCA2YNIF2Q_TSOlhiCFGw 
 

s) The City of Watsonville, Pajaro Storm Drain Maintenance District, and Watsonville 
Wetlands Watch were awarded a Proposition 1 IRWM grant for the Upper Struve Slough 
Habitat Restoration and Public Access Project. This project is a multi-benefit project that 
would improve water quality and water conveyance through Struve Slough. 
 

t) SLVWD is preparing a Habitat Conservation Plan to mitigate the impacts to listed 
species in Sandhills habitat which result from the SLVWDôs Capital Improvement 
Projects. The initial draft of the plan is aimed for completion in January 2021. 
 

u) The Olympia Conservation Area Management Plan was completed by May 31st, 2020 
and is available for public review as of July 18th, 2020. This plan was developed to guide 
habitat management, restoration, enhancement, and related activities, (collectively, 
ómanagementô) and monitoring within the Olympia Conservation Areaða 6.3-acre 
conservation area located within the SLVWDôs 180-acre Olympia Watershed Property. 
The conservation area was set aside by SLVWD to mitigate impacts of its capital 
improvements and operations and maintenance projects on rare species and sensitive 
habitat in the Sandhills. 
 

v) In June 2020 the SLVWDôs Board of Directors approved the Integrated Pest 
Management Policy (IPMP). The IPMP should alleviate pest problems with the least 
possible hazard to people, property and the environment and create procedures of future 
usage of pesticides, herbicides, and rodenticides on SLVWD properties. 
 

w) The Pajaro Valley Water Management Agency (PV Water) continues to monitor water 
quality, hydrologic, and land use conditions throughout the Pajaro Valley Basin. Agency 
staff routinely collect and analyze water quality data from over thirty surface water 
monitoring sites. PV Water also maintains a large network of autonomous dataloggers 
and measure discharge to monitor stream conditions. In 2020, PV Water completed its 
tenth consecutive annual summer land use survey which is used to characterize water 
demand in basin modeling and identify changes of land use in the watershed.    
 

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCyHCA2YNIF2Q_TSOlhiCFGw
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3. Groundwater Management  
 

The County has worked with the water districts and purveyors, small water system operators, 
and private wells for many years to manage groundwater, a critical source of drinking water in 
the county. The existing collaborations laid the groundwork for complying with the Sustainable 
Groundwater Management Act of 2014 (SGMA) went into effect on January 1, 2015. In addition 
to the work required under SGMA, the individual agencies that depend on groundwater for some 
or all of their water supply continue to implement projects and management actions. 
 

a) The County is actively working with local water agencies to pursue sustainability for the 
three major groundwater basins in the County as follows: 

 
i. Management of the Santa Cruz Mid-County Basin is overseen by a Joint Powers 

Authority (JPA) consisting of the County of Santa Cruz, City of Santa Cruz, 
Soquel Creek Water District and Central Water District. This JPA is referred to as 
the Santa Cruz Mid-County Groundwater Agency (MGA), which is the 
Groundwater Sustainability Agency (GSA) for the basin. The MGA governing 
board includes three private well representatives and two representatives from 
each partner agency. The Mid-County Basin is designated by the State as being 
in a condition of critical overdraft due primarily to the risk of seawater intrusion on 
the aquifers. Groundwater extraction has also reduced streamflow. Despite 
significant improvement of coastal groundwater levels due to water conservation, 
further work is needed to ensure long term sustainability.  

 
In January, the MGA submitted their completed Groundwater Sustainability Plan 
to the Department of Water Resources (DWR). DWR received dozens of 
comments on the GSP and now has until 2022 to review and determine whether 
they will accept the Plan. In the meantime, the MGA is continuing to monitor the 
Basin and pursue GSP implementation. The completed GSP can be found at the 
website  www.midcountygroundwater.org. 

 
ii. Management of the Santa Margarita Basin is overseen by a JPA consisting of the 

County, the Scotts Valley Water District, and the San Lorenzo Valley Water 
District. This JPA is referred to as the Santa Margarita Groundwater Agency 
(SMGWA), which is the GSA for the basin. The SMGWA governing board 
includes two private well representatives, two representatives from each partner 
agency, and one representative each from the City of Scotts Valley, the City of 
Santa Cruz, and the Mount Hermon Association. The Santa Margarita 
Groundwater Basin has experienced a significant historical decline in 
groundwater levels, particularly in the South part of the Basin near Scotts Valley, 
and also seen reduction in streamflow. The GSP for Santa Margarita must be 
completed by January 2022. In 2020, the SMGWA Board has been actively 
defining the statements of significant and unreasonable, and the groundwater 
model has been calibrated and is now being used to analyze baseline conditions, 
what conditions would have looked like with no pumping, and studying the 
impacts of proposed projects and management actions. More information is 
available at www.smgwa.org.  
 

iii. The Pajaro Valley Water Management Agency (PV Water) is the designated 
GSA the Pajaro Valley Basin. PV Water submitted the Basin Management Plan 
Update (2014), the Integrated Hydrologic Model of Pajaro Valley Report, the Salt 
and Nutrient Management Plan, and other supporting documentation (collectively 
ñPlanò) to DWR as a Groundwater Sustainability Plan Alternative in 2016. In July 

http://www.midcountygroundwater.org/
http://www.smgwa.org/
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2019, DWR determined that the Plan satisfies the objectives of the Sustainable 
Groundwater Management Act and issued approval, making the Pajaro Valley 
Basin the first critically overdrafted basin in California to have an approved plan. 
PV Water continues to implement the projects and programs identified in the 
Plan and in September 2020, initiated a 5-year update of the Plan guided by a 
stakeholder committee. More information is available at https://www.pvwater.org 
and https://sgma.water.ca.gov/portal/#intro.  

 
b) The County led a process to hire and select a vendor to develop a regional data 

management system to help the GSAs meet the requirements of SGMA, and additionally 
to collect and organize data collected by all of the water agencies in the County. There 
are several advantages to a regional system, it will provide a robust storage system for 
critical historical data, it will make it easier to compare data across agencies, and the 
portal will make it easy for interested parties to view results. The database selected is 
the Water Information System by Kisters (WISKI) software. 
 

c) The RCD, in partnership with the three Santa Cruz County GSAs, submitted a grant 
application to the Dept. of Conservation Sustainable Groundwater Management Act 
(SGMA) Watershed Coordinator Program.  If funded, RCD will support the GSAs to 
coordinate and collaborate on regional groundwater management strategies, develop 
information and monitoring strategies needed to achieve sustainability, and build 
community support for local management initiatives.  
 

d) Groundwater elevations in the Pajaro Valley Basin are frequently at or below sea level in 
much of the basin, with seawater intrusion extending inland to approximately San 
Andreas Road. Preliminary monitoring results from 2020 indicate a subtle increase in 
groundwater levels in the Pajaro Valley Basin over 2019 during a year with below 
average precipitation. Groundwater levels remain approximately 4 feet higher than the 
conditions observed in 2015 at the end of the most recent drought. PV Water continues 
to implement the Basin Management Plan, which includes optimizing existing water 
supplies, conservation, and the development of new water supply projects such as the 
approved College Lake Integrated Resources Management Project and the proposed 
Watsonville Slough Systems Managed Aquifer Recharge and Recovery Projects. In 
2020, PV Water constructed approximately 9,900 feet of new pipeline to expand the 
Coastal Distribution System and provide supplemental water to 700 acres of farmland 
west of San Andreas Road. The expanded service will alleviate groundwater pumping in 
an area impacted by seawater intrusion and will provide ñin-lieuò recharge to 
groundwater.  
 

e) Soquel Creek Water District (SqCWD) continues to implement the Pure Water Soquel 
Program, to address the critical overdraft condition of the Santa Cruz Mid-County 
Groundwater Basin and prevent seawater intrusion from moving further inland. Pure 
Water Soquel, at its currently designed capacity of producing up to 1,500 acre-feet per 
year (afy) of purified water, has been included as a primary Group 2 Project in the Santa 
Cruz Mid-County Groundwater Sustainability Plan (GSP) with the goal of being 
operational by the end of 2022/early 2023.  In 2020, the City of Santa Cruz and Soquel 
Creek Water District continued to collaborate on the design efforts of the tertiary 
treatment facility that will be located at the Santa Cruz Wastewater Treatment Facility; 
the Willowbrook seawater intrusion prevention (SWIP) well was drilled and the Twin 
Lakes Church Pilot SWIP Well was redeveloped; and design efforts of the conveyance 
infrastructure and the treatment facilities were nearing completion.  In 2020, SqCWD 
executed a California Prop 1 Groundwater Grant for $50 million and closed a low-

https://www.pvwater.org/
https://sgma.water.ca.gov/portal/#intro
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interest loan through the federal Environmental Protection Agencyôs Water Infrastructure 
Finance and Innovation Act (WIFIA) Program for up to $88 million.    For more 
information, visit www.soquelcreekwater.org/pws. 
 
Pure Water Soquel is also identified as a Group 3 Project in the GSP whereby an 
expansion of up to 3,000 afy of purified water could be developed should the region 
need to meet water shortage drought needs or the Basin needs additional supplies to 
meet sustainability goals based on project performance and monitoring of the GSPôs 
implementation measures. 

 
f) The Santa Cruz County Sanitation District Enforcement Compliance Unit is working in 

conjunction with the City of Santa Cruz on the supply side of the Pure Water Soquel 
project. This entails monitoring all permitted, Significant Industrial Users (SIU) for 
additional parameters to meet the Division of Drinking Waterôs requirements for recycled 
wastewater use in groundwater recharge. At this time, the Sanitation District is required 
to monitor SIUs only once for the Pure Water Soquel parameters. This exercise was 
done during the fourth quarter of 2020. 
 

g) The County continues to coordinate submission of groundwater level data to the Stateôs 
óCASGEMô groundwater monitoring program. County staff is also offering free well 
soundings to private well owners in the Santa Margarita and Santa Cruz Mid-County 
basin boundaries. This service is made available on the agency websites.  

 
h) The RCD continues to facilitate the Community Water Dialogue, a stakeholder group 

addressing aquifer overdraft in the Pajaro Valley. In August 2020, the Community Water 
Dialogue Guidance Team met to receive an update on the progress of the Agricultural 
Water Conservation Program implemented as part of the PV Water Basin Management 
Plan, and provided feedback on strategies to improve the effectiveness of the program.  

 
 

4. Water Supply Planning 
In the face of a changing climate, improving water supply reliability is a key component of 
resiliency planning. Changing rainfall patterns will affect recharge rates, impacting already 
strained surface and groundwater supplies. The CZU fire served as a wakeup call that even 
current supplies are vulnerable. All the water suppliers in the County are working on diversifying 
their water supply portfolios with an eye to the future. 

 
a) The County and San Lorenzo Valley Water District (SLVWD) continue to work on a grant 

from the Wildlife Conservation Board Streamflow Enhancement Program to develop a 
San Lorenzo Watershed Conjunctive Use and Baseflow Enhancement Plan. The Plan 
will be used to improve water supply reliability and increase summer stream flows in the 
immediate future and recommend further infrastructure improvements needed in the 
long run. In 2020 a draft of the Plan was completed, the water rights work is beginning, 
and a CEQA consultant has been brought onboard.  
 

b) The County, City of Santa Cruz Water Department (City), SLVWD, and Scotts Valley 
Water District continue to collaborate on a Memorandum of Agreement to work together 
on exploring conjunctive water use options in the San Lorenzo Watershed and Santa 
Margarita Groundwater Basin. These efforts will explore many ways to utilize excess 
winter surface water when available to increase groundwater storage and water supply 
reliability and increase dry season stream flow. 
 

http://www.soquelcreekwater.org/pws
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c) The City and Soquel Creek Water District (SqCWD) are continuing to analyze the role 
water transfers has in reducing groundwater pumping from the Mid-County Basin.  A 5-
year pilot project was in place from November 2015 through December 2020. The pilot 
study has consisted of transferring water from the Cityôs to SqCWDôs distribution system 
to evaluate any water quality, water quantity and operational issues.  The first year of 
transfer (Phase I) began in December 2018.  Phase II of the water transfer began on 
December 6, 2019 and extended through February 1, 2020. The volume of water 
transferred and the length of time in which transfers occurred were dependent on the 
Cityôs available excess water supply and SqCWDôs system demand which included all of 
Service Area 1 with approximately 5,200 connections.   
 
On February 1, the intertie was shut down entirely for the season due to the lack of 
precipitation and operational issues.  Just under 34 million gallons (104 acre-feet) of 
water, averaging roughly 0.6 million gallons per day was transferred during Phase II.  
The only water quality issue identified during Phase II were elevated disinfection 
byproducts in the Districtôs distribution system, which briefly exceeded the maximum 
contaminant levels (MCLs) for both total trihalomethanes and haloacetic acids.  The 
exceedances were not MCL violations. 
 
City and District staff have engaged in discussions regarding the potential extension of 
the current water transfer agreement to provide a better understanding of the agencies 
to understand benefits to the groundwater basin, and the potential for water being 
transferred back to the City. For more information, visit 
https://www.soquelcreekwater.org/Water-transfers 

 
d) The City of Santa Cruz Water Department continues to pursue development of an 

Aquifer Storage and Recovery (ASR) program which would inject treated surface water 
into the Mid-County and/or Santa Margarita groundwater basin to increase groundwater 
storage for use during drought. The City completed a pilot ASR test in their Beltz 12 
production well located on Research Park Drive in July 2019 with no operational or water 
quality issues found.  

 

The second phase of pilot testing 
involved the second of four 
existing groundwater wells, Beltz 
8. Two new monitoring wells were 
drilled at the Beltz 8 site and 
Pleasure Point between January 
and March 2020 and pilot testing 
to inject and extract water over 
three increasingly-longer cycles 
commenced shortly thereafter. 
Cycles 1 and 2 were completed in 
May; Cycle 3 was postponed until 
further data collection and 
evaluation could be completed 
related to unexpectedly higher 
levels of Arsenic.   It is too early to 
determine if the presence of 
arsenic will be a fatal flaw for ASR 
moving forward at this well or if 
concentrations will ñpeakò at some 
point and drop off over time.   Monitoring well near the Beltz 8 well. 

https://www.soquelcreekwater.org/Water-transfers















