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MEMORANDUM
TO:

UTILITIES ADVISORY COMMISSION

FROM:

UTILITIES DEPARTMENT

DATE:

AUGUST 7, 2019

SUBJECT:

Discussion of Palo Alto's Water Supply Reliability

The attached presentation addresses water supply reliability for the City of Palo Alto. The City of Palo
Alto purchases 100% of its water supply from the San Francisco Public Utilities Commission (SFPUC).
Under SFPUC's water supply reliability level of service goal, in droughts, Palo Alto will be required to
reduce water use by no more than 23% under most circumstances. Climate change and other changes
to the California water system will likely result in more frequent water supply shortages. The question
addressed in the attached presentation is whether this level of water supply reliability during a drought
is adequate for Palo Alto, and if not, how much the community would be willing to pay for additional
water supply reliability.
Specifically, the questions for discussion are:
•

Is a 23% water use reduction during drought enough supply reliability for the Palo Alto
community?

•

Can the Palo Alto community sustain a 23% reduction? (Think about the 5th or 10th consecutive
year of drought.)

•

If Palo Alto could participate in a project that would mitigate the impact of drought on people
and businesses whereby water use reductions would be kept to less than 20% in most drought
conditions, is that something the community would want? How much would the community be
willing to pay for that project?
• $225,000/year (0.5% rate increase)?
• $450,000/year (1% rate increase)?
• $900,000/year (2% rate increase)?
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Water supply overview
Experience in 2014-2017 drought
SFPUC level of service goal
Drought allocations
Drought risk
Discussion questions
Potential projects
• BAWSCA Projects (drought
insurance)
• Local Projects (recycled
water/groundwater)
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Water Supply Overview
• 100% potable water supplies from San
Francisco Public Utilities Commission (SFPUC)
Regional Water System
o 85% Tuolumne River, 15% local reservoirs
• Recycled water used at some City facilities
including Greer Park and Municipal Golf
Course
• 8 emergency water wells (can be used during
droughts; system currently configured for
short-term use)
• 7 storage reservoirs for fire protection (not for
drought mitigation)
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Experience in Last Drought
• SFPUC did not declare water supply
shortage due to state emergency actions
• Palo Alto’s mandatory “conservation
standard” was 24% (relative to 2013 usage)
• Palo Alto’s cumulative savings was 31.4%
(June 2015 – May 2016)
• Actions taken:
– Stepped up outreach and education
– Stepped up enforcement including app for citizen
reporting
– Updated muni code to clarify violation protocol
and fines of $100 per violation for certain
outdoor water use restrictions
– Increased conservation and efficiency efforts
including communication about lawn
replacement
– Various temporary measures, some of which
became permanent (next slide)
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Water Use Restrictions
•

Restrictions in Muni Code before drought
– No flooding or run-off
– Fix leaks promptly
– Shut –off valve required for washing cars, boats,
hard surfaces
– Use recycled water for construction when available

•

Permanent Restrictions added after drought
– No automatic irrigating between 10 am and 6 pm
– No potable water in fountains
– No potable water for street sweepers
– Commercial carwashes recirculate

•

Additional Restrictions during drought
– Irrigation only 2 days per week
– Water at restaurants upon request
– Hotels offer not to launder daily

5

Experience in Last Drought and Long-term Impact
• Water consumption for BAWSCA Customers
in 2019 so far is 7.9% lower than in 2013
• Palo Alto’s water consumption in the first six
months of FY 2019 (July –December) is
10.9% lower than in CY 2013; some amount
of permanent conservation resulting from
the drought
• Impact on rates – fixed costs still need to be
recovered so drought surcharges occur
when usage is depressed
– bills may not decrease with reduced water usage
– No drought surcharges are currently in effect
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SFPUC Level of Service Goal
SFPUC Regional Water System
• SFPUC Level of Service Goal: No more
than 20 percent system-wide
rationing during drought
• SFPUC plans for an 8.5-year dry
period based upon actual conditions
from the 1987-92 and 1976-77
droughts combined
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Water Shortage Allocation Plans
Water Shortage Allocation Plan (Tier 1 Plan)
• Allocates water between SFPUC (retail) and
Wholesale Customers
• Contractual agreement between Wholesale
Customers and SFPUC
• Applicable only when SFPUC determines there
is a system-wide water shortage due to drought
up to 20%
Tier 2 Drought Implementation Plan
• Allocates water among Wholesale Customers
for system-wide shortages up to 20%
• Agreement among Wholesale Customers
• Formula considers Individual Supply Guarantee,
Base vs. Seasonal use
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SFPUC 20% Shortage Declaration
Tier 1 allocation
• 20% system-wide shortage
• 26.98% cutback for Wholesale Customers
(assuming cutback from FY 2012-2013
actual demands)

Tier 2 allocation
• 23.19% cutback for Palo Alto
Tier 2 formula is in the process of being revised but
is still expected to impact suburban agencies with
irrigation loads more
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“Water management is risk
management and our risks are
changing” Wade Crowfoot, CA
Secretary for Natural Resources.
Historical droughts were worse than we’ve seen recently:
•

Recorded hydrology of about 100 years does not fully
represent range of climate system’s natural variability

•

More serious droughts in the past based on tree-ring
chronologies

•

23 of the past 100 years have been drought years

Future water shortages may be severe and more frequent:
•

Climate change is expected to reduce snowpack and cause
longer, deeper, and more frequent California droughts
(California’s Fourth Climate Change Assessment, 2018)

•

Changes to the State water system may also reduce water
availability in dry years
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Discussion Questions
• Is a 23% water use reduction during drought
enough supply reliability for the Palo Alto
community?
• Can the Palo Alto community sustain a 23%
reduction? (Think about the 5th or 10th
consecutive year of drought.)
• If Palo Alto could participate in a project that
would mitigate the impact of drought on people
and businesses whereby water use reductions
would be kept to less than 20% in most drought
conditions, is that something the community
would want? How much would the community
be willing to pay for that project?
– $225,000/year (0.5% rate increase)?
– $450,000/year (1% rate increase)?
– $900,000/year (2% rate increase)?
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Potential Projects - BAWSCA
• BAWSCA identified need for dry-year
supplies
• Water Transfers
• Water Storage
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Local Projects to Reduce Imported Water/Increase Resiliency
• Water Conservation
– Water Conservation programs being actively pursued; Advanced Metering Infrastructure
will bring opportunities for conservation

• Water Reuse
– Recycled Water Options – Northwest County Recycled Water Strategic Plan

• Groundwater
– Palo Alto could pump
about 24% of potable
demand (preliminary
estimates)
– Groundwater may be
restricted in multi-year
droughts
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