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 California’s 20th & 21st Century 
Statewide Droughts 

• 1918-20 • 1959-61 

• 1922-24 • 1976-77 

• 1929-34 • 1987-92 

• 1947-50 • 2007-09 
• 2012-2016 





 

  

    
 

 
    

    
  

 

Points to Keep in Mind About Drought 

• Droughts/dry years are a normal part of the hydrologic 
cycle 

• Drought conditions develop slowly; drought by itself is 
not an emergency – drought impacts drive action 

• Drought impacts are site-specific and sector-specific 
• The greatest drought impacts have ben related to 

unmanaged water uses (rangeland grazing, wildfire); 
greatest economic impacts historically associated with 
wildfire and forestry damages, not with urban & 
agricultural water uses 



 

  
     

 
 

     
 

   
   

Lessons Learned From Past Droughts 

• Impacts are highly site-specific, and vary 
depending on the ability of water users to 
invest in reliability 

• Small water systems on fractured rock 
groundwater sources are most at risk of public 
health and safety impacts 

• Larger urban water agencies can manage 3-4 
years of drought with minimal impacts to their 
customers 



 

    
   

  

   

 
    

   

Expected Impacts of Multi-Year 
Drought 

• Unmanaged systems 
– Risk of catastrophic wildfire (health & safety, economic) 
– Non-irrigated agriculture (livestock grazing) 
– Fish & wildlife (e.g., salmonids) 

• Managed systems 
– Small water systems (health & safety) 
– Irrigated agriculture 
– Green industry (urban water supplies) 
– Fish & wildlife (e.g., wildlife refuges, salmonids) 
– Other environmental (e.g., land subsidence) 



  

  

 
 

  
 

  
  

 

Historical Catastrophic Wildfire Risk 

• 1991 Oakland Hills fire 
(25 lives lost) 

• October – November 
2003 Southern 
California wildfires (22 
lives lost) 

• October 2007 Southern 
California wildfires (~1 
million people 
evacuated) 



 Catastrophic Risk Now Increasing, AND 
Wildfire Damage to Water Infrastructure 



  
 

 

  
   

 

Drought & Small Water Systems 
• Dramatic increase in small system

problems during drought 
• Often have less reliable 

groundwater (fractured rock 
groundwater, small coastal terrace 
groundwater basins) 

• Typically only a single water source 
• Often located in rural areas – few 

interconnection options, higher 
wildfire vulnerability 

• Lack financial/technical resources 
• Small ratepayer base 



Small Water Systems 
Outside Groundwater Basins 

As of Febn.iary 21 , 2014 

Small waler syslerns nol required lo file a DWR 
Urban Waler Management Pion (UWMP) and 
located outside groundwoler basin boundaries 
as defined in DWR Bulletin 118. UWMP 
requiremenls apply lo syslems serving at least 
3.000 connections or 3.000 AF annually. Water 
syslem locolions from CDPH. for community 
water systems (systems serving at least the 
some 15 connections or lhe some 25 residenls 
onnuolly). 

There ore opproximotely 700 small waler 
syslems known lo be oulside groundwoler 
basin boundaries. This number is likely lower 

lhon lhe octuol number, as many CDPH 
small waler systems hove either er, 

incomplele or no address isled. 

Syslem locolions hove been 
spatially d ispersed so tho! oll 

locolions ore plolled. 

• SmaU Water System 

LJ County boundary 

OWR Bulletin 11B Groundwater Basin 
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