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Editor’s note: This is the second in a 
two-part series on pending new agricultural 
water use efficiency requirements. Part I 
ran in the Sept. 23 issue. 

With the passage of SBX7 7 in 2009, 
agricultural water suppliers are facing a 
number of new efficiency requirements 
in the coming months. 

By July 31, 2012, suppliers must 
begin measuring the volume of water 
delivered to their customers, and by Dec. 
31, 2012, they must document their 
compliance by preparing and submitting 
agricultural water management plans. 
Beginning in 2013, non-compliant 
agencies will be ineligible for state water 
grants or loans. 

Anticipating the new regulations, a 
number of ACWA member agencies have 
already taken proactive and innovative 
steps to ensure they will be in compliance 
next year. 

Leading the pack is the San Joaquin 
Valley’s Alta Irrigation District, which 
began measuring its customers’ water 
usage in 2000. 

Facing no regulatory requirements at 
the time, Alta General Manager Chris 

Kapheim said his agency felt it would 
be a better use of its water resources to 
measure how much was going to users, 
and to put a volumetric price on it. 

The result, he said, has been a more 
reliable water system overall. 

“We have found we have much better 
control over our water,” he said. “The 
landowners let us know when they’re cut 
off, because they’re charged. They have 
an incentive now.”

To collect the data, the district 
uses a website with portal access for 
landowners. Measuring water usage has 
actually aided in resolving bill disputes, 
Kapheim said, because water use data 
is available to both the district and 
landowners almost immediately. 

“The results have more than proven 
themselves,” he said. “The landowners 
like to know what they’re using.” 

Kapheim said meters were cost-prohib-
itive for his agency, but because SBX7 7 
allows for a range of measuring devices 
to be used, the district opted to install a 
low-cost submerged orifice at each turn-
out. District staff constructed the devices 
and administers ongoing maintenance. 

In another cost-cutting move, 
Kapheim’s district is transitioning from 
computers to iPhones to take system 
readings. District staff wrote a program 
patch so the Apple devices could scan 
a barcode at each location and read 
measuring data. Next to the bulkier 
$1,000 hand-held computers the district 
currently uses, the $250 iPhone is not 
only sleeker, but saves a bundle. 

Aware that implementing such changes 
would likely be met with concerns 
from landowners, Kapheim strategically 
planned his agency’s outreach efforts, 
scheduling meetings with targeted groups 
well in advance and holding public 
hearings. 

“Transparency is the key,” he said. 
“Shock treatment usually doesn’t work 
best.”

Of 3,000 turnouts and 4,000 farmers, 
Kapheim estimates he received just 
a handful of complaints. “And we 
appreciated the feedback – it helped us 
refine our system.” 

Three hundred miles to the north, 
Sacramento Valley’s Glenn-Colusa 
Irrigation District has been working for a 
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left, Sacramento Valley rice growers will soon be charged volumetrically for their water. right, eric Athrop, associate resource analyst for 
Kings river conservation District, conducts an irrigation review at a vineyard as part of KrcD’s on-farm water efficiency program. 
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year to formulate a plan for meeting the 
July 31 compliance deadline. The agency 
currently has measurement devices on 
some turnouts, but not all.

“We knew we’d have to be in compli-
ance, so we formed a subcommittee of 
the board in 2010 to help write a plan as 
quickly as possible,” said General 
Manager Thad Bettner. 

Staff analyzed the district’s turnouts 
and laterals using geographic informa-
tion system technology. In the end, the 
agency determined a combination of 
measurements would be most effective, 
and settled on propeller meters because 
of their easy integration into the district’s 
existing SCADA system. 

Bettner hopes to gain approval of his 
plan from the district’s subcommittee in 
the coming weeks, then forward it on to 
the state’s Department of Water Resourc-
es for sign-off well in advance of the July 
31 deadline. If all goes well, the district’s 
plan will be used as a template for other 
agencies in the Sacramento Valley facing 
the same compliance deadline.

“We agreed to take the first crack 
at it and pave the way,” Bettner said. 
“Others are looking to us to see how the 

regulation will be interpreted, and what 
they’ll be obligated to do.” 

In the midst of drafting an IRWMP 
and working on its SBX7 7compliance, 
the district has embarked on several 
other capital projects recently aimed at 
increasing water efficiency, including 
system automation and water reuse. 
According to Bettner, projects that 
increase overall water efficiency help his 
agency run more smoothly. 

“The operational benefits of conserva-
tion are enormous,” he said. “Plus, it’s 
the right thing to do for the Valley.” 

Back in Fresno, Kings River 
Conservation District has taken an active 
role in assisting agencies in its service 
area that have never before measured 
water use. 

Of the 12 districts large enough to be 
required to comply, 10 are starting from 
scratch, said General Manager David 
Orth. 

“They don’t measure, they don’t volu-
metrically price, and they’ve never done a 
plan,” he said. “It can be overwhelming.” 

To assist them, the district has 
conducted workshops to explain the 

requirements of SBX7 7 and provided a 
regional agricultural water management 
plan to help agencies develop their own 
plans. 

The district is also assisting the federal 
Natural Resources Conservation Service 
administer $14 million in farm bill 
grants over the next few years for on-
farm efficiencies, and supports growers 
who want to convert to sprinklers or 
surface pipe by acting as mediators 
between the growers and the government 
for funding and logistics. 

While districts may not like having to 
comply with the regulation, the alternative 
is even less attractive, Orth said. 

“Affected agencies need to figure 
out how to comply, instead of doing 
nothing,” he said. “Otherwise, they’ll fix 
it for us.”

The California Water Commission 
is expected to take action on the 
final agricultural water measurement 
regulation at its Oct. 21 meeting. 

— ACWA Communications Specialist 
Sarah Langford  

left, Glenn-colusa Irrigation District has begun measuring water use at its laterals. right, luis rios, data coordinator for Alta Irrigation 
District, takes a water delivery measurement and records it in a hand-held computer. the data is available the next day for billing.


