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Board of Directors
Indian Wells Valley Water District
RE: Imported Water Supply Project
Dear President Saint-Amand and Directors:
A discussion took place at your last meeting regarding the Indian Wells Valley Groundwater Authority’s (GA) imported
water pipeline project. Water District Board members expressed a number of fundamental questions regarding import
project costs and completion schedule that have already been analyzed and answered in the Groundwater Sustainability
Plan (GSP) which the Water District’s GA member voted for.
Of course, the Water District’s Board should be fully informed of the GA’s progress on this critically important project
which it voted for. Accordingly, and in light of the recent discussion at the facilitation about public communication and
brackish water, the GA Board directed staff to provide this informational response in hopes of more fully informing the
Water District’s Board members and the general public. Undoubtedly, public communication begins with informed and
knowledgeable statements by the officials elected to represent the public on a matter, regardless of the official’s personal
views on the matter.
At this point, it is simply undeniable that Mojave Pistachios’ owner was correct in 2015 when he told the community, at a
Kern County Planning Commission public hearing, that his farm magnified the Basin’s water supply problem and
imported water is the “answer that sustains us all” in this Basin. He went on to specifically add that the amounts of
water that would be involved can be found and economically imported. Planning Commission Ridgecrest Meeting Apr 9th, 2015 at 3:11:30 of video https://kern.granicus.com/MediaPlayer.php?view_id=34&clip_id=2940)
Understandably, the imported water project is the core of the GSP’s sustainability plan for the Indian Wells Valley. To
date, roughly 4 years since the significant work on the GSP development began, no one has presented any plan for
achieving sustainability in this Basin that does not ultimately rely on augmentation from an imported water project. It is
simply undeniable to any fair-minded water professional that even the most optimized recycle project cannot provide
enough additional water to meet the domestic and Navy needs of the Basin. On this point, the GA’s other members and
staff are in complete unanimity and so is the Department of Water Resources (DWR).
DWR’s support of the import project is evidenced by not only the express approval of the GSP but also the award of a
$7.6 million grant which adequately funds the final interconnection design phase and environmental review for import
interconnection construction. Notably, that grant award was made over the express objection of the Water District’s
“groundwater management consultant” who claimed in an email to DWR that the Water District had other priorities
including brackish water exploration.
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The GA is well aware of the Water District’s more than 12 year pursuit of brackish water exploration and its more recent
partnership in the Brackish Group, which includes Mojave Pistachios, Coso Geothermal, and Searles Valley Minerals. As
you are probably aware, while the GSP included a discussion of potential brackish water use, the Water District’s general
manager reported some months ago to your Board that after nearly 4 years of work, and countless dollars spent, the
Brackish Group had determined that the brackish project was financially infeasible, and no project would be presented to
the GA.
Additionally, the Water District’s own 2010 engineering report found that a brackish project would produce only 3,000
acre feet per year (afy) and would cost over $7 million annually (in 2010 dollars), which is nearly the entire operating
budget of the Water District. (Attachment A) Moreover, since there is a finite supply of brackish water, any brackish
project would still need an import project to bring this Basin into sustainability. With that being the case, the GA was
rather puzzled by the recent comments at the facilitation by those in the Brackish Group claiming that brackish water was
somehow still an option for achieving sustainability in this Basin. These comments are especially puzzling because they
are nothing more than assertions unsupported by any project details or revised cost estimates, which any proper
engineering study would need at this stage.
The GA Board and staff should be commended for the fact that its GSP is one of very few that ha actually been
approved by DWR. In fact, while DWR has failed to approve the vast majority of GSP’s in the State, DWR not only
approved the GA’s GSP but in doing so it expressly stated that:
a) the Plan “demonstrates a thorough technical understanding of the basin”
b) the Plan’s projects and management actions “are technically feasible” and “designed to improve adaptive
management practices”
c) the “Authority adequately responded to comments that raised credible technical or policy issues with the Plan”
and
d) the Plan is based on “the best available science and information.”
The Water District of course should be especially proud of its involvement in the GSP development because in the most
critical year for GSP development (2019) the Water District’s staff held the position of GA general manager and GA legal
counsel. Additionally, the Water District was not only a Board member of the GA voting in favor of the GSP but it held
vital seats on the Policy Advisory Committee (PAC) and the Technical Advisory Committee (TAC).
In that critical year, the Water District was an active and significant participant in the development of the GSP, including
the determination that an import project was both feasible and unfortunately required. Project costs were identified under
a variety of scenarios; components of these estimates included pipeline size and length, rights-of-way studies,
environmental documentation, cost to purchase water rights, power costs for conveyance, and financing costs. Before
inclusion in the GSP, these cost estimates were fully vetted through the TAC, which again included the Water District’s
representative.
Unfortunately, the Water District’s representative on the GA Board during that critical year asserted a cost estimate for the
import project at a Water District Board meeting that was obviously in error, and unfortunately that estimate was
published by a local newspaper uncorrected. Whether this was a simple math error, a slip of the tongue, or something else
is presently uncertain but as you are aware the Water District responded to a public records request on this point by
expressly asserting that, “[t]here have been no such calculations from the impact of an imported water project produced
by” the Water District. (Attachment B) Of course, it’s rather disheartening to see his fellow Board members, and staff,
not correct such an obvious and unsupportable error when informed public communication is so vital. As the Water
District’s Board members and staff know full well, the costs to rates payers for the import project will be in the lower tens
of dollars per month, not higher hundreds of dollars as was asserted.
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A slide from a presentation to the TAC in 2019 is included for your information. (Attachment C) This information with
more specificity can also be found in the DWR approved GSP which the Water District’s representative seconded the
approval motion on, and voted for.
This slide assumes 50 percent grant funding of infrastructure costs, and it includes estimates of total imported water costs
per acre-foot, delivered to the Basin. Estimates have also been prepared with other assumptions for grant funding; but the
50 percent assumption appears to be more than reasonable and conservative for purposes of estimating costs to
consumers. After all, DWR has not only approved the import project itself but it has also adequately funded the final
interconnection design and environmental review phase with a $7.6 million grant. Moreover, it is simply undeniable that
the national treasury should step in to assist in the preservation of a national treasure such as NAWS China Lake.
Simply put, the GA is more than reasonable in its belief that the complete costs of the project in the end will be less than
the Water District is currently paying because it chose not to finance its water entitlement needs.
Of course, the actual costs to Water District customers depends on the actions of the Water District itself. To date, the
Water District has only been asked to purchase its needed entitlement of imported water (the current infrastructure costs
are fully funded by a DWR grant). In the future, it is unlikely that a grant can be obtained to purchase this entitlement.
More importantly, it will be nearly impossible to get grant money for actual pipeline construction if the water to be
conveyed in the pipeline is not already acquired. For these reasons, the GA, County and City have all asked the Water
District to finance its entitlement needs. As you are aware, had the Water District moved forward as suggested, the
current fees paid by Water District customers would be significantly lower, as those payments would be amortized over
the long-term loan period (30 years in comparison to 5 years), and the loan would have been secured at all-time low
interest rates.
If one is interested in analyzing the slide further, they should be cognizant that the costs in the slide are broken down into
per acre foot costs, not individual home costs. The average home only uses one-half of an acre foot per year so the cost
per home is immediately cut in half. Lowering the impact further, the adopted GSP provides the Water District with
roughly
-thirds of its pumping fee free which means the actual impact on Water District customers should be in the in
the tens of dollars per month.
For illustrative purposes let’s assume an improbably high cost of $2,800 per acre foot for imported water. When you cut
that in half for the average home consumption your left with $1,400 but again because the Water District only pays
for
third of its pumping that equates to a
cost of $4 a year, or $ per month. Moreover, the Water
District has the ability to lower this cost even further through the use of a rate structure that properly incentivizes
water conservation. And, it cannot be underappreciated that these costs are on the improbably high end of the spectrum
as the GA has already received more in grant funding than predicted in that slide, and it is more than reasonable to
assume that more money from the State and Federal government will be provided for the import project in the coming
months and years.
The GA is also aware of comments by Water District Board members asserting that the Water District is being asked to
purchase import water for others such as Searles Valley Minerals. The GA is at a complete loss as to why Water District
Board members believe this is the case. To be very clear, the Water District will only need to purchase enough water to
replenish the amount of water that it would overdraft the Basin by, and no more.
Additionally, Water District Board members have expressed some anxiety over the reliability of import water supplies.
This demonstrates a fundamental misunderstanding of how imported water allocations work. The import project is based
on the State Water Project’s reliability factor of 62%. Generally speaking, this means that in roughly half the years the
GA will receive less than its entitlement and in half the years it will receive more. In wet years, the GA receives more
than its delivered water needs, and the GA then has options such as selling that additional water or banking it for
future use in the Basin. In dry years, the GA receives less than its delivered water needs, and Basin pumpers (like the
Water District) will need to rely on Basin groundwater pumping. As such, it is critical that the GA maintain the Basin’s
storage at a level that recognizes its critical importance to this community.
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Another concern that has grown from recent Water District meetings is the lack of urgency in tackling this existential
threat to the community. It is undeniable that time is of the essence when it comes to purchasing water, as evidenced by
the attached power point on well damages. (Attachment D) Moreover, one needs to look no further than the Water District
Brackish Water Group partner Mojave Pistachios to see the threat of further delay. First, as the Water District is well
aware, just a few months after the Water District transferred lands to Mojave Pistachios, attorneys for Mojave Pistachios
submitted a public letter to the County asserting that Mojave Pistachios’ water rights are superior to the rights which the
Water District uses to serve the community and claimed that Mojave Pistachios’ right must be fulfilled before any water
can pass to the Water District. (Attachment E at page 6-7) Obviously, this legal theory is not supported by the GSP and it
will be paramount in the Water District initiated general groundwater adjudication. Through that adjudication process,
every groundwater pumper in the Basin is now required to defend their rights or risk losing them to Mojave Pistachios, or
others including the Water District, by legal default.
On that point of urgency, it cannot go unnoticed that while the owner of Mojave Pistachios is actively and disingenuously
attacking the viability of an import project based on purchase costs, he is simultaneously holding the position as the Vice
President of the Belridge Water Storage District (BWSD). This water storage district owns 121,508 afy of import water
entitlement which it delivers mostly to farmers in the Central Valley. Since March of 2021, BWSD has had 18 agenda
items, including numerous closed sessions, where the BWSD Board discussed or closed on water transfer negotiations.
Simply put, since all of the State’s Table A entitlement has already been allocated, those needing import supplies in this
Valley will need to compete in the marketplace with farmers in the Central Valley that also need to shore up their water
needs with additional entitlement. The owner of Mojave Pistachios is well aware of this fact and, just like the Indian
Wells Valley, his district and his greater land holdings in the Central Valley need additional import entitlement to meet
the current demand needs. Of course, it’s all the better for him, especially since his district has yet to receive GSP
approval, if he does not have to compete in those negotiations with the domestic needs of the Indian Wells Valley.
The GA has also learned from watching meetings that the Water District Board members don’t seem to have a complete
grasp on what it means to buy import entitlement currently. Some 30 years ago, when the Water District helped to form
the Indian Wells Valley Cooperative Water Group, import entitlements were not yet fully allocated (although close), and
the Water District could have purchased its import needs at a considerable discount; that is simply no longer the case
because those entitlements are now owned by communities and farms throughout the State. This does not mean that
import entitlements cannot be found, it merely means that any purchase price will be predicated on the owner’s desire for
an immediate return on investment (ROI) through a sale of the entitlement and a transfer of that water use to this Basin as
compared to the longer term, and at times uncertain, ROI from using that water for ongoing farming operations. The
simple economics of this unfortunate situation speaks for itself. Depending on the source it is fair to say that one
pistachio nut takes 1 to 3 gallons of water to be produced. In contrast, average human consumption is 80 to 100 gallons
per day. With such a wide disparity, it’s readily evident that farmers will be willing to sell their entitlements to
communities so that water can be used for domestic rather than agricultural purposes.
In terms of current project timing, the GA, with the Water District’s vote, has already commissioned a pipeline alignment
study to refine the pipeline path and address any right-of-way issues using DWR grant money. Our consultant has already
held discussion with Water District staff on this planning effort. GA staff has a detailed project implementation chart and
once the pipeline study is complete the environmental documentation will commence again with DWR grant money. Of
course, as you’re aware, the environmental documentation cannot, and will not, legally hinder the ultimate project
completion in this instance.
Ultimately, sustainability for the Indian Wells Valley Basin will only be accomplished through a supplemental source of
water and local resources such as recycled water and/or brackish water are undeniably insufficient to meet the Basin’s
needs. Moreover, as already mentioned the Brackish Group which includes the Water District has spent nearly 5 years
trying to develop a project only to have the Water District announce that the brackish water was financially infeasible.
After several years of planning and community involvement, the GA is now proceeding with its mandate under the state
Sustainable Groundwater Management Act to implement its approved Plan; the pipeline alignment study, and the
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potential purchase of 750 acre-feet of water rights from the State Water Project are significant steps toward that
implementation. Completion of the project will certainly require several years; however, wells in the community are
already seeing the impacts of declining water levels and years of unmitigated overdraft. By pursuing the imported water
project now, the GA will ensure we have adequate supplies before water levels fall to critical lows and entitlement costs
skyrocket as GSPs are approved and other agencies enter the water market.
In closing, the GA truly appreciates the Water Districts participation and it looks forward to your informed support in
achieving sustainability for the Indian Wells Valley Basin. If we can answer any further questions or provide additional
information, please contact me.

Sincerely,

Carol Thomas-Keefer
General Manager
Indian Wells Valley Groundwater Authority

Attachment A  Carollo Brackish Water Study May 2010
Attachment B  PRA response from Water District October 19, 2022
Attachment C  2019 TAC Slide Re Import Project Costs
Attachment D  Shallow Well Power Point October 2022
Attachment E  September 30, 2014 letter to Kern County Board of Supervisors
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