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COLAB SAN LUIS OBISPO COUNTY 

WEEK OF MAY 8 - 14, 2016 

EARLY WARNINGS 

BOS TO CONSIDER SGMA WATER PLANNING 

TUESDAY MAY 24
TH

 MEGA SESSION                             

(TIME UNCERTAIN BUT PROBABLY 1:30 PM)  
WILL HILL/GIBSON PUSH STATE TAKEOVER OF 

THE PASO BASIN? 

 

PHILLIPS 66 DECISION ON MONDAY MAY 16
TH

 
(SPECIAL PLANNING COMMISSION MEETING) 

 

THIS WEEK 

 

AMBULANCE CONTRACT EXTENSION                    
(WHAT ARE THE BILLING RATES?) 

 

STATE GRANTS FOR SGMA PLANNING?                            
(DOES ONE HAND KNOW WHAT THE OTHER IS DOING?) 

 

HOW IS LOPEZ LAKE DOING? 
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LAST WEEK 
 

NO BOARD MEETING ON MAY 3, 2016 

 

SLOCOG ADVANCES SALES TAX VOTE 

SLO COLAB IN DEPTH                   
(SEE PAGE 12) 

Investing in Infrastructure to Lower the Cost of 

Living  
By Ed Ring  

Who is Blocking 29 Million People in Los Angeles 

From Getting Water, and Why?                                                  
By Katy Grimes  

The Religion of Environmentalism                                              
By Richard Thornton 

 

 

THIS WEEK’S HIGHLIGHTS 

 

 
Board of Supervisors Meeting of Tuesday, May 10, 2016 (Scheduled) 

 

  

Item 11- Extension of Ambulance Contracts.  This item contains staff recommendations for 

the extension of 2 long-term ambulance contracts. One is with the Cambria Community Health 

Services District, a government entity. The second is with the privately owned San Luis 

Ambulance Services (SLAS).  

 

The financial implications portion of the write-up is a little murky: 

http://californiapolicycenter.org/investing-infrastructure-lower-cost-living/
http://californiapolicycenter.org/investing-infrastructure-lower-cost-living/
http://californiapolicycenter.org/author/edring/
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The recommended contracts have limited financial effect on the County, as ambulance 

operations, including first responder fees, are funded entirely by patient charges. First 

responder fees are paid by SLAS to public agencies whose fire departments respond to medical 

calls, either Emergency Medical Technician (EMT) or Paramedic level firefighters. The total 

amount paid annually to these agencies is currently $748,804. Of that amount, the County will 

receive $180,732 to offset a portion of the cost of its contract with Cal Fire.  

 

The SLAS contract is the granting by the County of an exclusive franchise or monopoly to 

provide the service in a large area of the County. Patients pay the costs. 

 

Since the County is granting a monopoly, does it negotiate on behalf of its rate payers over the 

cost of the services? Does the contract include provisions for rate increases? If so what are the 

rates currently and what will they be in the future? How do they compare with neighboring 

counties? The Board letter suggests that the County is actively monitoring performance but says 

nothing about how much a transport costs on average, how much procedures cost, or what the 

typical value of the contract has been in recent years. The actual contract was not available 

online, and citizens are directed to go to the County Clerk’s Office. Presumably it is large 

document. Huge EIR’s are included online, so how why is this contract not online as an 

attachment to the agenda item? 

 

Everyone seems happy with the service, and SLAS has received numerous awards and is an 

active participant in supporting events and community activities. No criticism of SLAS is 

implied here, but renewal of what is probably a multi-million dollar franchise should require 

fuller disclosure by the County. 

 

 

  
 

 

 

Item 19 - Process For Obtaining State Water Planning and Management Grants and 

Dividing the Money Up Among the Various Jurisdictions in the Region.  State water bond 

money is divided up among regions of the state known as the Integrated Regional Water 

Management (IWRWM) regions. The jurisdictions in each region get together and divvy up the 

amounts allocated to their region to forestall competition. The chart below shows the plan for 

this region. 

 

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiilLylxsPMAhXHJiYKHUJjBpIQjRwIBw&url=http://www.merchantcircle.com/san-luis-ambulance-service-san-luis-obispo-ca/picture/view/662104&psig=AFQjCNFCJK2FcKUNXfsdjQBCS51lmIpkYw&ust=1462558682840378
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The San Luis Obispo County IRWM region would pursue $7,963,912 of the $39,990,000 

funding through the Proposition 1 IRWM Grant Program with no competition if the MOA is 

executed and successfully implemented.  In turn the County, cities, and special districts would 

divide up the $7.9 million. 

 

The real question here is how much could be used for setting up the Paso Basin Groundwater 

Sustainability Agency and developing the Groundwater Sustainability Plan. Hill and Gibson 

claim there is no money to undertake these activities and therefore the State should take over the 

basin. 

 

Item 20 - Zone 3 “Surplus” Water Allocation.  As prior reports have indicated, Lopez Lake, 

which is the main supplier of water for Zone 3 (Avila Beach, Pismo Beach, Arroyo Grande, 

Grover Beach, Oceano, and agricultural users), is running out and a drought management plan 

with restrictions has been implemented. In this case the action is a contract formality because 

there really is no surplus water. the write-up states: 

 

Low Reservoir Response Plan Update 

However, the above declaration of Surplus Water is a contractual formality this year as all of the 

Zone 3 agencies, together with the Board of Supervisors, have adopted the Low Reservoir 

Response Plan (LRRP). The LRRP provides for three temporary changes to the declaration of 

“Surplus Water”: 

 

1. Savings resulting from reductions in downstream releases below 4,200 acre feet will not be 

counted as surplus water, and 

2. Any surplus water generated by an individual agency will only be available for use by that 

agency, and 

3. Each agency may “carry over” any of its unused water from the previous year (subject to 

evaporation losses) 

The amount of water available varies depending on the total amount of water stored in the 

reservoir.  

 

The bigger discussion here, is given the continuing drought, when would the reservoir run out 

and how are the alternative plans coming to provide water and when can they come on line? 
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Item 27—2015 Crop Report: The drought and wind resulted in lower crop production and 

values. As the write up states: 

 

Unusually cool spring temperatures and strong winds caused wine grape blossoms to shatter 

before the fruit was set on the vines in many areas. This severely reduced yield, resulting in a 

31% drop in production for wine grapes, compared to 2014. Further impacting production was 

salt accumulation in the soil. Well below normal seasonal rainfall hindered accumulated salts, 

which are natural components of groundwater, from leaching out of the root zone, causing 

increased stress to vines and reduced production. Despite prices remaining favorable, the value 

for all wine grapes decreased 28% compared to 2014  

 

Avocado trees continued to be severely pruned or stumped throughout the county in 2015. 

Stumping is a cultural practice employed to reduce the leaf canopy and water demand of trees 

when there is a lack of water for irrigation. Ongoing drought conditions created salt build up in 

the soil from lack of leaching rains, negatively affecting production levels and impacting overall 

fruit size for those orchards that had not been stumped. Total production yields for avocados 

decreased by 10% over 2014. It will take several years for avocado trees to rebound once 

normal rainfall returns to avocado growing regions. 

Dryland farmed walnut trees were especially hard hit by the continued drought. Loss of half 

century old trees, limb dieback and low yields contributed to an overall 25% reduction in value 

compared to 2014. The drought impacts and low prices forced some orchards to be left 

unharvested. The total value for the fruit and nut category decreased nearly 9%compared to 

2014.  

 

  
 

Special Planning Commission Meeting of Monday May 16, 2016 (Scheduled)  

 

Item 3 - Continued hearing to consider a request by the PHILLIPS 66 COMPANY for a 

Development Plan/Coastal Development Permit to allow the modification of the existing 

rail spur currently on the southwest side of the Santa Maria Refinery in order to allow for 

the import/unloading of crude oil at the refinery via train. The rail spur project includes a 

6,915-foot long rail spur, an unloading facility, onsite pipelines, replacement of coke rail 

loading tracks, the construction of five parallel tracks with the capacity to hold a 5,190-
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foot-long unit train consisting of 80 tank cars (60 feet each), two buffer cars (60 feet each), 

and three locomotives (90 feet each), and accessory improvements outlined in more detail 

below in the staff report as well as the Final Environmental Impact Report (FEIR). The site 

is in the South County Coastal Planning Area, in the Industrial Land Use Category, and is 

located at 2555 Willow Road, approximately 3 miles west of the Nipomo Urban Reserve 

Line and approximately 3,300 feet from the nearest residence.  The Commission will meet at 

9:00 AM and has reserved the entire day for deliberations on the application. It is expected that 

they may reach a decision. No new testimony will be taken as the hearing is closed. The write-up 

states: 

 

On May 16, 2016, the Commission will reconvene and continue the hearing of the Phillips 66 

Rail Spur project from the February 4th, 5th, 25th, March 11 and April 15th, 2016 meetings. 

Public testimony has been closed and the Commission will continue with questions and 

deliberation and possibly take an action. 

If someone wishes to submit comments to the Commission they should be submitted in writing to 

the Planning Commission Secretary Ramona Hedges via mail at 976 Osos St. Room 300, San 

Luis Obispo CA 93408 or email rhedges@co.slo.ca.us. 

If you have any questions regarding this matter, please contact Ryan Hostetter at (805) 788-

2351.  

 

 

 

 

 

LAST WEEK’S HIGHLIGHTS  

 

 

No Board of Supervisors Meeting on Tuesday May 3, 2016 (Not Scheduled) 

 

For whatever reason no meeting had been scheduled. 

 

San Luis Obispo County Council of Governments (SLOCOG) Meeting of Wednesday, May 

4, 2016 (Completed) 

  

Item A-1: SLOCOG Board Moved Highly Compromised Plan & Tax Hike Forward But 

May Consider Some Improvements.  The SLOCOG Board accepted most of staff’s 

recommendations. However, the Board did agree to some improvements on some issues. Others 

require more work. The list of concerns from last week is reported below with annotated 

comments IN RED indicating where improvements may be made and where more work is 

necessary: 

 

 

Considerations as of May 4,
 
2016:  
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1. Maintenance of Effort:  COLAB encourages a strong maintenance of effort requirement that 

requires that the cities and the County not substitute the new tax money for their current level of 

expenditures for road, bridge, and other transportation system maintenance. The staff 

recommendation submitted to the SLOCOG Board promises: 

 

Augment Transportation Funds: Funds generated by the transportation sales tax shall be used 

to supplement and not replace existing local revenues used for transportation purposes. No funds 

may be used to replace private developer funding committed to any project or improvement.  

 

This text is listed under a section entitled “Transparency and Accountability.” It is not quite clear 

if this is actually a hard requirement or a principle. The “shall” would seem to mean an absolute 

prohibition. It is not clear how the provision is to be independently monitored and enforced. The 

last thing anyone should support is a program that would allow the cities and County to displace 

portions of their current road budgets with the new tax and then flow the difference into 

additional staff, higher salaries, expanded benefits, or increasing pension deficit payments. 

 

a. This provision should be inserted in the wording of the actual tax ordinance if it is determined 

to be placed on the November ballot. 

 

b. The provision should actually be expanded as explained in item 2, immediately below. 

 

The SLOCOG Board took no action other than to reaffirm the discussion in the staff 

report. COLAB is asking that there be a strong maintenance of effort clause placed in the 

tax ordinance. There may be some openness to doing this, but it was not adopted at the 

meeting. There will be discussions. We will see. 

 

Some Board members got mixed up and thought the discussion was about audits by the 

Oversight Committee of agency expenditures. This is a valid issue but not the key issue 

which we are talking about here. 

 

 

2. Increase Commitment to Maintenance and Capital Investment:  Actually the voters, if 

they are to approve the measure, should require each city and the County to guarantee to commit 

an increasing percentage of their general revenue growth each year. General revenue would be 

defined as general discretionary revenue which is not bound by categorical restrictions. This 

would include general property tax, general sales tax, transient occupancy tax, and 

redevelopment phase-out shifts (taxes that used to support redevelopment must now go to the 

general funds of the cities and school districts). For example, the measure could require that 25% 

of the new growth of general revenue in each year be committed to transportation related 

infrastructure. Earlier this year the County Administrator projected that the County would 

experience a $9 to $12 million growth of general revenue in FY 2016-17. There is now a rumor 

that this could be even higher. It would be better to use 25% of this amount for physical 

improvements than to allow it to be slushed into the recurring operating budget base to build 

salaries and more County jobs. 
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This proposal attracted no public discussion by the Board. Several members expressed 

interest during the breaks. Staff has told the Board members that it is not possible to do 

this because each city council and the Board of Supervisors must make appropriations each 

year, and a prior Board or city council cannot bind a future council or Board of 

Supervisors. We are not asking that this be a promise. We are asking that it be included in 

the measure and tax ordinance as law adopted by the people.  If enacted, the Board of 

Supervisors and city councils would have to comply. 

 

3. Regional Allocation Portion Insufficient:  The charts below and on the next page depict the 

proposed allocation of the tax over the nine-year life of the program. Note that only 25% is 

earmarked for regional projects, such as improving Highway 101 in the Shell Beach back-down 

crash corridor, the Highway 101/Highway 46 interchange, and the Highway 287 escape route 

from SLO City (the infamous evening commute back-up). Ironically, the tax is promoted as the 

self-help program designed to generate local match on State incentive grants (self-help). The 

problem is that 50% of the funding is going to cities and the County for local road maintenance 

because they have not used enough of their local general revenue each year to keep the local 

streets and roads in good condition (a pavement condition index of 70 out of 100). 

 

This one did not attract any real discussion. The members were lost in the weeds about 

local matches of their local money, but did not seem to comprehend the ratios in this major 

policy question. The staff did not clearly articulate the difference. 

 

Continued on the next page. 
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Continued on the next page. 

 

The fact only 25% will be available for the self-help 

bonus match (regional projects on the pie chart) on 

State funds is really an admission that the program 

is not what it claims to be. The large percentage 

promised to the cities and County local roads is 

simply a bribe necessary to secure the cities’ 

support. 

 

In effect the public is being asked to approve a new 

tax to fund local road maintenance, which should 

have already been a priority for each city council 

and the Board of Supervisors.  

 

Residents of the cities should remember that in 

many instances they have already approved extra 

taxes for infrastructure and in some cases basic city 

services. 
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4. Nine-Year Program Insufficient:  The SLOCOG is recommending a program with a 9-year 

expiration (sunset date) because its election consultant determined that a proper 20- or 25-year 

program would have much less chance of voter approval than a 9-year program. Even a 10-year 

program was rejected on the basis of the “Rite Aid” pricing theory that $9.99 for product is 

psychologically more sellable than $10 dollars. This aspect really illustrates cynicism, 

desperation, and willingness to manipulate the voters by the supporting elected officials and 

professional staffers. If a tax is really needed for long-term capital investment needs, why not 

stand tall and let the voters decide? COLAB is not a fan of new taxes and is supporter of 

infrastructure investment, but a twenty- or twenty-five year program would allow much better 

planning, greater State and Federal matching, and the ability to front-end some critical projects 

with bonds. 

 

During the most recent SLOCOG discussion it was suggested that the nine-year program was 

just the foot in the door and that 2 to 4 years before it expires, the politicians could come back 

with a 20- or 25-year program in the future.  

 

This idea was pretty much rejected out of hand. There is no willingness to discuss a longer 

and more comprehensive program. 

 

5. Playing Favorites - Proposed Taxpayer Oversight Committee Anemic, Conflicted and 

Rigged:  Much is being made over the creation of an Oversight Committee to review the annual 

budget allocations and process to insure that the program is being executed in accordance with 

the tax ordinance and people’s vote. However, no tax payers’ organizations, government 

watchdog organizations, or expert independent public administration institute representatives are 

included. Check out the problems: 

 

1. The SLOCOG Executive Director (head staffer) and the current President of SLOCOG, in any 

given year, will serve as ex-officio, non-voting members. Why would they be on the Committee 

at all? They should be witnesses who are required to provide updates and answer hard questions. 

What a horrible conflict! 

 

2. The private sector is allowed one representative who is nominated by the Economic Vitality 

Commission. While it is certainly possible that the EVC can recommend someone who is 

eminently personally and professionally qualified to represent the business community, the EVC 

is a County contractor responsible for administering the County’s economic development 

program. This would seem to violate one of the eligibility criteria stated in another section of the 

write-up, which requires that members: 

 

Are prohibited from acting in any commercial activity directly or indirectly involving the 

Authority, such as being a consultant or vendor to the Authority during their tenure on the 

Independent Taxpayer Oversight Committee. 

  

The County Supervisors are all members of the Authority (SLOCOG). While the EVC doesn’t 

have a contract with the Authority, it is really the same people who are in charge.  
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3. Bicyclists and Pedestrians will form a 4-member committee (not specified how this will be 

carried out) to nominate a representative. For whatever reason, this group is granted special class 

privilege to the exclusion of all the other interests. What about trucking, farmers, commuters, 

transit riders, labor, etc.? Again this is supposed to be a watchdog committee. Why is it that no 

taxpayer group, government watchdog group, or independent expert government finance/public 

administration group is included, but a special interest cycling and pedestrian group is? This 

inclusion is simply to pander to the 800+ member SLO County Bicycle Coalition (a consumer 

interest group) in an effort to grease the tax through. 

 

4. The balance of the Committee will be appointed by the 7 city councils and the Board of 

supervisors (1 each). Where is the independence from the government perspective here? Good 

luck! 

 

5. The Committee will not be appointed until 7 months after the tax is approved. Should the 

voters know who the first class of Committee Members is before they vote on the tax? 

 

6. Since the cities will be appointing one member each and the Board of Supervisors will be 

appointing one member, the residents of the unincorporated county will be severely 

underrepresented, even if the Board ultimately picks someone who is not a city resident.  

  

7. The Committee is scheduled to meet only one time per year. A lot of water can flow under the 

bridge in a year. 

 

Virtually all the members seemed willing to make improvements here. Expanding the 

Committee to include watchdog groups and builders seems to have some support. There 

was also support to remove the ex officio positions of Executive Director and President 

from the committee. We will see what language emerges. 

 

Interestingly Gibson pooh poohed the role of the Committee, opining that people may be 

expecting too much of it. This suggests its role should be beefed up. No one said anything 

about removing the bike interest group from its special status. 

 

Tentative Board/Council Meetings for Approvals 

 

June 1: SLOCOG Board: Review comments, Approve Final Investment Plan and Draft 

Ordinance; Send for jurisdiction approvals: 

 

Jun. 6: Grover Beach City Council 

Jun. 7: Pismo Beach City Council 

Jun. 7: Paso Robles City Council 

 

Jun. 14: Atascadero City Council   

Jun. 14 Morro Bay City Council 

Jun. 21: San Luis Obispo City Council 

Jun. 28: Arroyo Grande City Council 
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Jul. 12: Board of Supervisors; only if approved by majority of the cities with majority of the 

incorporated population. Requires BoS action. 

Jul. 13: SLOCOG (as Local Transportation Authority) Adopts Plan and calls for election. 

Jul. 19: Board of Supervisors: Place materials on Nov. 2016 Ballot 

Aug. 3: SLOCOG Board meeting (tentative last date for action) 

Aug 9: Last possible date for BOS to place materials on November 2016 Ballot. 

Nov. 8: Election Day  

  

 

Membership and Selection Process 

 

The Committee will consist of 10 members. The Committee is designed to include an appropriate 

balance of transportation users representing the geographic, social, cultural, and economic 

interests in the county. The Committee will be designed to reflect the diversity of the County and 

include members with demonstrated experience in the field of transportation, finance, business, 

or construction. 

as ex-officio, non-voting, members. 

 

Note: This is the SLOCOG Executive Director. 

 

All members should fulfill the requirements of: 

 

-related 

activities; 

 

The membership selection and composition will be: 

- One representative from a major private sector San Luis Obispo County employer, 

nominated by the San Luis Obispo County Economic Vitality Commission. 

- One representative representing bicyclists and pedestrians, nominated from 4-member 

committee with 2 representatives from San Luis Obispo Bicycle Club and 2 representatives from 

Bike SLO County, 

- One representative from each city (7) and the county (1); selection to be determined by the 

local governing board. The Authority encourages nominations from the local citizen oversight 

committees. 

An open application process will be held with reviews by the appropriate agency to address any 

lack of member nominations or appointments. Final appointments will be made by the Authority 

Board. 

SLO COLAB IN DEPTH 
In fighting the troublesome, local day-to-day assaults on our freedom and property, it is also 

important to keep in mind the larger underlying ideological, political, and economic causes and 

forces.  
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Investing in Infrastructure to Lower the Cost of 

Living  
March 14, 2016 by Ed Ring  

California’s civil infrastructure was once the envy of the nation. During the 1950’s and 1960’s 

the state wisely invested in transportation, water and power infrastructure, delivering capacity 

well in excess of the needs of the state’s population at the time. Even today, the scale of 

California’s network of aqueducts and pumping stations to transfer water from north to south, 

east to west is one of the largest in the world, and California’s vast network of interstate 

freeways has few rivals. 

Moreover, Californians in that era had planned to continue to expand these infrastructure assets 

to accommodate a growing population, but that all came to a halt in the 1970’s. During the 

1970’s not only were the plans for additional water storage and distribution assets abandoned, 

but state-owned right-of-ways and land acquisitions both for water and transportation were sold 

to private interests. California now has a population of 40 million people living in a state with 

civil infrastructure designed to accommodate 20 million people. 

The new political alternative to infrastructure development is conservation. By zoning ultra-high 

density infill in urban areas, transit villages, light rail, by mandating energy efficiency and 

subsidizing decentralized renewable energy sources such as rooftop photovoltaics, by mandating 

water conservation and subsidizing retrofits such as low-flow faucets and toilets, California’s 

political leadership hopes to avoid massive new investments in civil infrastructure. 

There is a problem with this thinking, however. The deliberate imposition of scarcity on 

Californians has artificially elevated the cost-of-living, harming the state’s most economically 

vulnerable citizens. Restrictions on land development, elevated prices for water and electricity, 

and monstrous commutes on congested freeways take an inordinate toll on those who can least 

afford it. And that’s not all – it isn’t clear that these restrictions are having any significant 

impact. 

The threat posed to farmland and open space by land development, for example, does not 

necessarily withstand rational analysis. According to the American Farmland Trust, of 

California’s 163,000 square miles, there are 25,000 square miles of grazing land and 42,000 

square miles of agricultural land; of that, 14,000 square miles are prime agricultural land (ref. 

“California Agricultural Land: The Basic Facts“). This means that if 10 million new residents, 

four per household, moved into new homes situated on half-acre lots, it would only consume 

1,953 square miles. If these homes were built on the best prime agricultural land California’s got, 

it would only use up 14% of it. If they were scattered among all of California’s farmland and 

grazing land – which is far more likely – it would only use up 3% of it. 

Another area where restrictions on urban consumption clearly don’t make a significant impact 

regards water use. According to statistics compiled primarily by the California Dept. of Water 

Resources, in a dry year, around 150 million acre feet (MAF) fall onto California’s watersheds in 

the form of rain or snow, in a wet year, we get about twice that much (ref. SEI-US.org “Western 

http://californiapolicycenter.org/investing-infrastructure-lower-cost-living/
http://californiapolicycenter.org/investing-infrastructure-lower-cost-living/
http://californiapolicycenter.org/author/edring/
https://4aa2dc132bb150caf1aa-7bb737f4349b47aa42dce777a72d5264.ssl.cf5.rackcdn.com/aft-ca-agricultural-land-loss-basic-facts_11-23-09.pdf
http://sei-us.org/Publications_PDF/SEI-WesternWater-CWSD-0211.pdf
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Water,” page 17). Most of that precipitation either evaporates, percolates, or eventually runs into 

the ocean. In terms of net water withdrawals, each year around 31 MAF are diverted for the 

environment, such as to guarantee fresh water inflow into the delta, 27 MAF are diverted for 

agriculture, and 6.6 MAF are diverted for urban use (ref. “California Water Today,” Table 2.2). 

Of the 6.6 MAF that is diverted for urban use, 3.7 MAF is used by residential customers, and the 

rest is used by industrial, commercial and government customers (ref. “California Urban Water 

Use by Sector,” 2010 Urban Water Management Plan Data – Tables; Download spreadsheet 

“DOST Tables 3, 4, 5, 6, 7a, 7b, & 7c: Water Deliveries – Actual and Projected, 2005-2035”). 

Put another way, 65 million acre feet of water is diverted each year in California for 

environmental, agricultural and urban uses, and a 25% reduction in water usage by residential 

customers will save exactly 0.9 million acre feet – 1.4% of our total statewide water diversions. 

Consumption of electricity is an area where considerable progress has been made towards 

conservation over the past few decades. But this progress, while impressive, puts an economic 

burden on low income families, small businesses, and energy-intensive large businesses. And the 

ambitious goals set forth in the Scoping Plan issued pursuant to the 2006 Global Warming 

Solutions Act cannot be achieved without imposing even greater economic burdens on 

Californians. 

There is an alternative. A tremendous political will currently exists in California to spend 

approximately $150 billion on two mega-projects of dubious value – about $100 billion for high 

speed rail, and about $50 billion for tunnels to allow more efficient transfer of water under the 

Sacramento delta. A coalition of environmentalists, construction unions, and business interests 

all favor completion of these two projects. And notwithstanding the possibility that “hyper-loop” 

technology may render HSR obsolete before it’s even built, there is an alternative use for all this 

money. What if it was used to fund massive new investment in California’s infrastructure in the 

areas of energy, water, and transportation? 

Here’s what $150 billion could buy: 

(1) Reservoirs to harvest storm runoff and to store power.  

When reservoirs are built in tandem, with an upper and lower portion, they not only can store 

runoff, but they can be used to store intermittent renewable energy by pumping water from the 

lower reservoir to the upper reservoir when there is a surplus of renewable energy, and releasing 

it through generating turbines when renewable sources are offline. San Luis Reservoir in Merced 

County is an example of this. At a drop of 100 feet, it only takes 10,124 acre feet to generate a 

gigawatt hour of power. At a drop of 500 feet, it only takes 2,025 acre feet to generate a gigawatt 

hour of power. [Storage reservoir volume (CuFt) = 44.1 x 1,000,000 x MWH output / Lift Height 

ft. 

 

 

 

http://sei-us.org/Publications_PDF/SEI-WesternWater-CWSD-0211.pdf
http://www.ppic.org/content/pubs/report/R_211EHChapter2R.pdf
http://www.water.ca.gov/urbanwatermanagement/2010_Urban_Water_Management_Plan_Data.cfm
http://www.water.ca.gov/urbanwatermanagement/2010_Urban_Water_Management_Plan_Data.cfm
http://www.arb.ca.gov/cc/scopingplan/scopingplan.htm
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(2) Aquifer development to harvest storm 

runoff.  

The rocky, porous foothills of the Sierra 

Nevada’s western slopes are ideal places to 

divert runoff to recharge California’s 

stressed Central Valley aquifers. This is a 

relatively inexpensive solution to water 

storage that ought to be a priority for 

infrastructure investment. 

(3) Sewage treatment plant upgrades to 

recharge aquifers with potable water.  

This solution is only in widespread use in 

Orange County – currently only about 5% of 

California’s urban sewage is totally reused. 

If 100% implemented it would replace about 

50% of California’s urban water 

consumption, at least 3.0 million acre feet 

per year. 

http://californiapolicycenter.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2016/03/PPT-SanDiego-20151012-IN-Reservoir.jpg
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Sewage Treatment Plant in Fountain Valley in Orange County 

(4) Desalination plants. 

These facilities can be co-located with existing coastal electricity generating plants which are 

already collecting the seawater – one of these is already proposed in Huntington Beach, where 

the desalinated water could be directly injected into the local aquifers, providing efficient storage 

and preventing salt water intrusion. 

California’s only significant operating desalination plant, in Carlsbad in San Diego County 

 

(5) An Oil Pipeline. 

Currently we rely on antiquated tank cars to 

transport Bakken crude through dense urban 

areas on their way to coastal refineries. 

(6) Conventional Railroad Upgrades. 

Upgrades to our existing freight rail network 

so our ports can efficiently move imported 

goods inland, making them able to better 

compete with gulf ports once the Panama 

Canal is widened in 2017. 

 

These are some of the worthy projects that 

may lay the foundation for a prosperous 

21st century in the Golden State by creating 

jobs and lowering the cost of living. 

Proponents of high speed rail – all of them, 

from construction unions to practical 

environmentalists – are invited to offer 

balance to the discussion of California’s 

future by surveying these alternative civil 

infrastructure projects that actually create 

abundance. While this challenges the 

http://californiapolicycenter.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2016/03/PPT-SanDiego-20151012-IN-Sewage.jpg
http://californiapolicycenter.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2016/03/PPT-SanDiego-20151012-IN-Desalination.jpg
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conventional political wisdom, it is 

nonetheless consistent with the spirit of 

innovation that has made California great 

and continues to define its culture. Perhaps 

designing policies to create abundance 

instead of scarcity is an idea whose time has 

come. 

 *   *   * 

Ed Ring is the President of the California Policy Center. This article first appeared in the 

California Policy Center Prosperity Forum of March 14, 2016 

 

Who is Blocking 29 Million People in Los Angeles From 

Getting Water, and Why? 

By Katy Grimes 

In my last article, Why Can’t California 

Farmers Get the Water They Need?, 

exposed were Gov. Brown’s appointees at 

the State Water Resources Control Board 

who ordered the release of massive amounts 

of water from the New Melones Reservoir 

and Lake Tulloch, to save a dozen fish, and 

Gov. Brown who has systematically booted 

a number of qualified people off of the 

California Water Commission, the body that 

decides how to spend $2.7 billion in Prop. 1 

Water Bond water storage money. 

Now we all need to know who is blocking 

29 million people in Los Angeles from 

getting water, and why? 

A “slough” of enviro-sounding non-profits 

claiming to be for waterfowl, ducks, trout, 

fish, nature, natural resources, and the 

environment, oppose shifting $8 billion in 

uncommitted rail bonds from the High 

Speed Train to nowhere, and $2.7 Billion in 

pre-designated water storage funds from the 

2014 Proposition 1 water bond, to use to 

build new surface and underground water 

storage. Something is not as it appears in 

California. 

These non-profit groups have been feeding 

at the government money trough, doing little 

or nothing to actually help improve water 

delivery issues, while the water shortage in 

California has only been getting worse. 

No New Water Storage in California  

With $27 billion in bonds passed since 2000 

– 15 years – by California voters for water 

project bond measures, why doesn’t 

California have plenty of new water storage? 

Why are residents still being told we are the 

water wasters, and must conserve more? We 

know 33 percent of the passed water bonds 

were earmarked to “ecosystems 

enhancements.” And only 10 percent — 

$2.7 billion – actually went to funding water 

storage projects. 

Why? 

Because Gov. Jerry Brown, the High Speed 

Rail Authority, and these dubious non-

profits want the high speed train built. And, 

California Rice farmers are making 

exponentially more selling water instead of 

rice. Southern California’s Metropolitan 

Water District (MWD) is paying 

http://californiapolicycenter.org/
http://www.flashreport.org/blog/2016/04/11/why-cant-california-farmers-get-the-water-they-need/#sthash.Wz1hfv1U.dpuf
http://www.flashreport.org/blog/2016/04/11/why-cant-california-farmers-get-the-water-they-need/#sthash.Wz1hfv1U.dpuf
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Sacramento Valley rice farmers more than 

$700 per acre-foot of water — more than 

double the cost for the same water in 2010. 

The other player is a shady organization 

called the Resources Legacy Fund, its 

related tax-exempt foundation Resources 

Legacy Fund Foundation, and for-profit 

legal services firm Resources Law Group. 

The California Rice Industry and Northern 

California Water Association formed a new 

political committee to oppose the “Water for 

All” ballot measure, and hired Democrat 

operative Steve Maviglio with Forza 

Communications. Forza also contracts with 

Resources Legacy Fund groups, and 

received nearly $100,000 in consulting fees 

in 2014 from RLF. It is important to note 

that Resources Legacy Fund,  Resources 

Legacy Fund Foundation, Resources Law 

Group, and Northern California Water 

Association are all located at 455 Capitol 

Mall, and 555 Capitol Mall. 

  

The Religion of Environmentalism                                                 

By Richard Thornton                                                   

 

This summer President Obama visited 

Alaska, where he stood in front of a 

shrinking glacier and said, “Climate change 

is no longer some far-off problem; it is 

happening here, it is happening now.” At a 

conference in Anchorage, he made the 

apocalyptic prediction that “submerged 

countries, abandoned cities . . . entire 

industries of people who can’t practice their 

livelihoods, desperate refugees seeking the 

sanctuary of nations not their own, and 

political disruptions that could trigger 

multiple conflicts around the globe” would 

be the wages of failing to act now to stop 

global warming. 

Most environmentalists cheered the 

President’s statements, while some have 

been critical of him for betraying the cause 

by allowing Shell Oil to drill off Alaska’s 

Arctic coast. But all assume that their 

opinions are based on hard science. While 

science does play a huge role in modern 

environmentalism, old cultural myths 

influence much of what many people believe 

about humanity’s relationship to nature. For 

some, their belief system approaches a 

nature worship that has little value for 

solving the environmental problems 

troubling the world today. 

Ancient myths about nature and our 

relationship to it are deeply embedded in our 

culture. Particularly influential has been the 

myth of the Golden Age, a time before 

civilization when humans lived in harmony 

with nature, “free from toil and grief,” as the 

Greek poet Hesiod wrote, and enjoying “all 

good things, for the fruitful earth unforced 

bore them fruit abundantly and without stint. 

[People] dwelt in ease and peace upon their 

lands and with many good things.” Hesiod 

establishes the key elements of the myth that 

have persisted until today: an imagined time 

without crime, sickness, war, and misery; 

and a maternal nature that provides 

sustenance without human labor. 

This natural paradise, however, degenerates 

into the Iron Age, the world we now live in, 

a time of wickedness, depravity, hard work, 

http://www.resourceslegacyfund.org/
http://www.resourceslegacyfund.org/our-staff/michael-mantell/
http://www.resourceslegacyfund.org/our-staff/michael-mantell/
http://resourceslawgroup.com/
http://www.norcalwater.org/
http://www.norcalwater.org/
http://www.resourceslegacyfund.org/
http://www.resourceslegacyfund.org/our-staff/michael-mantell/
http://www.resourceslegacyfund.org/our-staff/michael-mantell/
http://resourceslawgroup.com/
http://resourceslawgroup.com/
http://www.norcalwater.org/
http://www.norcalwater.org/
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and disease, when according to Hesiod “men 

never rest from labor and sorrow by day, 

and from dying by night, and the gods lay 

sore trouble upon them.” Later versions of 

this myth, most famously in the Roman poet 

Ovid’s Metamorphoses, explicitly link this 

dystopia to the institutions of civilization 

like cities, law, government, private 

property, seafaring, trade, mining, 

metallurgy, and agriculture. Moral 

corruption runs rampant, especially greed, 

the “wicked lust for possessing,” as Ovid 

calls it, which incites violence, crime, and 

war. Civilization, particularly the unnatural 

technologies that exploit nature, ruptures 

humanity’s harmonious bond with the 

natural world, and creates the evils that 

afflict us. Eventually the crimes of the 

human race will lead to apocalyptic 

destruction at the hands of the gods 

disgusted by our depravity. 

The Golden Age myth has been one of the 

most long-lived and popular in Western 

history, for obvious reasons. It imagines a 

lost paradise that offers psychic refuge from 

the complexities and trade-offs of 

civilization, especially the impact of the 

technologies that mediate our existence. It 

speaks to our anxieties about the power of 

science and the dangers of its meddling with 

nature. All these attractive consolations help 

explain why certain strains of modern 

environmentalism, despite their patina of 

science, have echoed the motifs of this 

ancient myth. 

Consider the case of “deep ecology,” a term 

popularized by environmental activists Bill 

Devall and George Sessions in their 

environmental classic Deep Ecology, which 

was published in 1985. Deep ecology goes 

beyond mere resource management, the 

common sense imperative to conserve 

resources both for the present and future, 

which most people assume is the core of 

environmentalism. Rather, deep ecology is 

concerned with the psychological trauma 

inflicted on humanity by modern technology 

and by a fast-paced, anxiety-ridden urban 

existence. It shares with the old Golden Age 

myth the idea of a harmony with nature, or 

as Devall and Sessions write in Deep 

Ecology, an “identification which goes 

beyond humanity to include the nonhuman 

world.” 

And just as in the mythic Iron Age, the 

disruption of that harmony is caused by 

technology. “Technological society,” Devall 

and Sessions write, “not only alienates 

humans from the rest of Nature but also 

alienates humans from themselves and from 

each other. It necessarily promotes 

destructive values and goals which often 

destroy the basis for stable viable human 

communities interacting with the natural 

world.” 

Once a fringe belief, the ideas of deep 

ecology were taken up in one of the most 

influential books on the environment, former 

Vice President Al Gore’s Earth in the 

Balance, published in 1992 at the moment 

climate change was taking off as an 

international crisis. Gore went on to become 

the most visible proponent of the need to 

battle climate change, and a passionate 

spokesman for the larger view that 

modernity as a whole is destroying nature 

and making itself miserable in the process. 

His book was a bestseller, and his 2006 

documentary on climate change, An 

Inconvenient Truth, won an Academy 

Award. 

Gore’s primary assumption is that Western 

culture is “dysfunctional,” because our 

civilization’s “rules” require “suppressing 

the emotions that might allow us to feel the 

absence of our connection to the earth”–– 

the “sense of awe and reverence that used to 

be present in our relationship to nature,” and 

the “natural harmony that entails the music 

of life.” The cause of the loss of the old 
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Golden Age harmony with nature is the 

modern Iron Age’s “technological hubris” 

and “technological alchemy,” which have 

driven an “increasingly aggressive 

encroachment into the natural world” and 

created the “froth and frenzy of industrial 

civilization.” 

For Gore modern science is the culprit, 

particularly its intellectual forefathers 

Francis Bacon and René Descartes, whom 

Gore misrepresent as ensuring “the gradual 

abandonment of the philosophy that 

humankind was one vibrant strand in an 

elaborate web of life, matter, and meaning.” 

And he singles out Bacon for initiating the 

idea that “new power derived from scientific 

knowledge could be used to dominate nature 

with moral impunity.” In fact, Bacon’s 

concern was to understand nature more 

thoroughly in order to fulfill the Christian 

moral imperative to improve human life and 

alleviate suffering. 

Like deep ecology, Gore’s version of the old 

Golden Age myth characterizes much of 

modern environmentalism, which demonizes 

science and capitalism for rupturing a 

harmony between humans and nature that 

never existed. In reality, everything we 

know about hunter-gatherer bands, the mode 

of existence often touted as the lost, pre-

agricultural paradise of human harmony 

with nature, tells us that such existence was, 

in the words of Thomas Hobbes, marked by 

“continual fear, and danger of violent death: 

and the life of man solitary, poor, nasty, 

brutish and short.” 

That’s why humans across the globe 

independently invented agriculture: so that 

they could control their food supply and 

provide the adequate nutrition that a fickle 

and cruel nature frequently stinted. Indeed, 

the myth of a lost natural paradise is the 

luxury of civilization, one indulged by 

people who no longer have to fear nature’s 

brutal indifference to human existence and 

who take for granted an adequate food 

supply provided by modern technology. 

The psychic solaces of myth, when limited 

to consoling those who need it, are not a 

problem. But they can be pernicious when 

applied to public policy. The solutions to the 

alleged apocalyptic consequences of global 

warming––such as the Environmental 

Protection Agency’s Clean Power Plan, 

which recently proposed draconian 

regulations for coal-fired electrical plants––

comprise a war on carbon that will damage 

our economy and compromise our well-

being, especially that of the poor on whom 

the higher costs for gasoline and electricity 

fall most heavily. And in the case of the 

Clean Power Plan, this economic cost would 

buy a negligible 0.019˚C reduction of global 

carbon dioxide emissions by 2100. 

Worse yet, the policies based on attacking 

the most efficient energy available to 

humans, carbon-based fuels, if put into 

practice in the developing world, would be 

disastrous not only for those countries’ 

economies and people, but for the natural 

world as well. That’s because the 

degradation of the environment in the Third 

World is a consequence of poverty, 

underdevelopment, and autocratic 

governments, not the economic 

globalization many critics of technology and 

capitalism blame for global warming. As 

Jack Hollander, professor emeritus of energy 

and resources at UC Berkeley, has written, 

“Affluence and freedom are friends to the 

environment [and] the road to affluence and 

freedom provides the only practical pathway 

to achieving a sustainable future 

environment.” 

Concern for the environment is a luxury for 

those who no longer have to worry about 

sheer survival, and who have the political 

freedom to put their desires for a cleaner, 

more pleasing environment into government 

policy, as we Americans did by passing the 
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Clean Air Act in 1963 and the Clean Water 

Act in 1972. A peasant struggling to feed his 

family doesn’t have the luxury of worrying 

about whether his farming techniques 

damage the environment or not. He just 

wants to survive one more day. 

As Danish environmentalist Bjørn Lomborg 

points out, the World Health Organization 

estimates 250,000 people will die from 

climate change by 2050; this year, 4.3 

million will die from indoor air pollution, 

mostly due to poor people using dung and 

wood for cooking. Economic development 

that makes electricity affordable for these 

people could save millions of lives. 

Policies that impact human well-being 

should be based on reliable science, not 

consolatory myths. Even if global warming 

is true, the attempts to reduce carbon dioxide 

emissions by attacking carbon-based energy 

will not in the long run do much for slowing 

global emissions, even as they damage the 

world’s economies and retard the economic 

development that can improve the material 

well-being of billions of people. Those 

people should not suffer because 

comfortable, well-fed Westerners indulge 

their mythic longings for a lost paradise that 

never existed. 
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