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Who Fills Your Taps?

Intro to LA Area Water Systems



Who Fills Your 
Taps?

✤ Water Sources

✤ Water Suppliers

✤ Water Governance

✤ 3575 Public Water 
Agencies in CA 

https://databasin.org/datasets/f439ca04507147e294a5487ef6da4525/
https://data.cnra.ca.gov/dataset/water-districts/resource/b5f22fd7-9e0f-48a7-b52d-47267a16f475

https://databasin.org/datasets/f439ca04507147e294a5487ef6da4525/


Water Supply Sources 
& Conveyance

✤ Imported Water

✤ State Water Project 
(SWP)

✤ Colorado River (CR)

✤ Owens Valley (LADWP)

✤ Local Supplies



SoCal Water Source Diversification



Metropolitan: Imported Water & More





Metropolitan Giant Pipes (Feeders)



Central Basin Recharge Limitations



Water Infiltration Complexity



Who Fills Your Taps: 
Local Water Sources
✤ Groundwater

✤ Plentiful in LA Co, but subject to highly variable precipitation

✤ Surface Water

✤ San Gabriel and Los Angeles River systems

✤ Most surface water used for groundwater recharge

✤ Increased interest to capture more stormwater runoff

✤ Climate change is expected to make runoff flashier and more difficult to capture

✤ Recycled Water

✤ Local availability dependent on sewer system & Purple Pipe reach

✤ A growing resource



Purple Pipe

✤ Recycled non-potable

✤ Separate delivery system

✤ Landscaping

✤ High salt content

✤ New office toilets

✤ PV new customer



SoCal Groundwater Basins





Groundwater Contamination

https://oehha.ca.gov/calenviroscreen/report/draft-calenviroscreen-40
https://experience.arcgis.com/experience/ed5953d89038431dbf4f22ab9abfe40d/page/page_0/?views=view_37

https://oehha.ca.gov/calenviroscreen/report/draft-calenviroscreen-40


Contaminated Wells Doesn’t have to 
=> Contaminated Drinking Water

CalEnviroScreen 4.0
https://experience.arcgis.com/experience/ed5953d89038431dbf4f22ab9abfe40d/page/page_0/?
views=view_31



Water Suppliers: Wholesale

✤ Metropolitan Water District of So Cal

✤ Organized under the Metropolitan Water District Act

✤ San Gabriel Valley Municipal Water District (4 Cities District)

✤ State Water Project Contractor

✤ Member agencies are: Azusa, Sierra Madre, Alhambra, Monterey Park

✤ Some of Met’s member agencies are wholesale only

✤ Municipal Water Districts organized under the Municipal Water District Act in the 
Calif Water Code

✤ Examples: Upper San Gabriel MWD, Central Basin MWD, West Basin MWD, 
Three Valleys MWD



Retail Water Suppliers

✤ City and County Run Systems

✤ Pasadena, Los Angeles, Torrance, Burbank, Glendale

✤ Mutual Water Districts

✤ Historic

✤ Private, not-for-profit organizations, distribute water to shareholder owned properties

✤ Organized under the California Corporations Code

✤ Irrigation Districts

✤ Type of special district formed under the Irrigation Water District Act in the State Water Code

✤ Public agency, usually with an elected board

✤ Investor-Owned Utilities

✤ Regulated by the California Public Utilities Commission, Water Division

✤ Special Districts





Size Matters
While many water systems are small, 
most people are served by a few large 
and very large systems. 

Smaller systems struggle the most to 
meet quality standards and remain 
affordable.

Diversification & interconnection 
bolster resilience.



Larger Systems more Diversified





Upper San Gabriel MWD





Foothill Municipal WD Agencies



Foothill MWD Agencies Sales



West Basin



West Basin





Legacy Groundwater Pumping Rights



West Basin Demand Projection
Safer to project flat demand than project future conservation savings



Water Use Varies by Area & Income
Large Lot Single Family Homes use the most water, mostly for landscaping



Water Use Varies by Area & Income
Working class areas continued to conserve after drought



Wealthy areas use 3-8x as 
much water per capita as 
poorer ones, mostly 
outdoor consumptive use 
so not recoverable via 
recycling

Wealthy areas conserved 
during drought but then 
reverted to prior usage 
afterwards. Percentage 
decrease targets are 
unjust.



Central Basin Municipal WD



Central Basin MWD Sales & Supplies



Central Basin MWD
Imports trending down. Groundwater highly variable.



Water Supply Governance 1

✤ State Law

✤ Water Code sets out scope of powers and authorities for Metropolitan, 
Water Replenishment District, Orange County Water District, 
municipal water districts and other agencies 

✤ State Water Resources Control Board: appointed by Governor

✤ Water rights division oversees surface water rights and diversions 
including env. water

✤ California Public Utilities Commission (CPUC): appointed by Governor

✤ Holds water rate hearings for investor-owned utilities



Water Supply Governance 2

✤ Met Board of Directors: each member agency appoints representatives

✤ Makes decisions on investments & programs, sets water rate structure & rates

✤ Public Water District Boards & City Councils: members are publicly elected 

✤ Makes decisions on investments & programs, sets water rate structure & rates

✤ Groundwater Basin Managers/Watermasters: some appointed by rights holders, 
some publicly elected, some appointed by Court

✤ Administers adjudications or other governance structure for groundwater basins 
and rivers

✤ Makes decisions for sustainability of water levels: restrictions on pumping, 
purchase of imported water, establishment of fees



Main San Gabriel Watermaster





Water Replenishment District (WRD) 
West Basin + Central Basin MWDs



Water Goes Down the Drain 
Then Where?

Basics: more details to follow



Waste Water to Recycled Water

✤ LA Co Sanitation Districts

✤ 11 water reclamation plants (WRPs), combined capacity 650.8 mgd

✤ 1400 miles of sewer trunklines

✤ 850 square miles, 78 cities, 5.6 million people

✤ City of Los Angeles Sanitation District

✤ 4 water reclamation plants, combined capacity 625 mgd

✤  503 square miles, 4 million people



LA Co Sanitation WRPs





City of Los Angeles WRPs

✤ Hyperion

✤ 600 square miles, 4 million people

✤ Average flow 260mgd, 220 mgd discharged to SM Bay, rest recycled by West Basin

✤ Tillman

✤ capacity of 80 mgd, serves San Fernando Valley

✤ Los Angeles-Glendale

✤ capacity of 80 mgd, serves San Fernando Valley

✤ Terminal Island

✤ capacity of 15 mgd, 12 mgd to seawater barrier

✤ LA City Goal: recycle 59,000 AFY ( 52.6 mgd) by 2035



Recycled Water

✤ NOT drinking water (regulatory standards & water purity not equivalent)

✤ Different levels of treatment and quality

✤ Current uses of recycled water

✤ spreading for groundwater recharge (indirect potable reuse)

✤ injection to seawater barriers

✤ industrial processes (eg refineries, power plants)

✤ irrigation of golf courses and landscaping

✤ Potential future use: Direct potable reuse



Conclusions

✤ Local water supplies include imported, surface,  groundwater, 
and recycled water

✤ Each retail water supplier has a unique mix of water supplies

✤ Recycled water is a growing supply

✤ Variety of supplies increases reliability

✤ Decisions made by the state, regional, wholesale and retail 
water suppliers and managers affect the price and reliability of 
your water supply


