
Where Do We Get Our Water From? 

 Poll after poll indicates that most Southern California residents do not know where their water 
comes from. California’s drought, however, has raised awareness that water is currently scarce 
regardless of its origin.  This presents an opportunity for water suppliers to educate their customers. 
This article is intended to help residents understand where their water comes from and what impacts 
water rates. 

Sources of Water   

Bay Delta: Sacramento River-San Joaquin River Bay Delta (The Delta) is where the two rivers from the 
Klamath and Sierra Nevada Mountains merge. Up to 50% of the water used in California comes through 
the Delta from the Sierra Nevadas. Approximately 30% of the Delta’s water travels to Southern 
California under normal conditions (1.8 million to 2 million acre-feet). This is the San Gabriel Valley’s 
most expensive source of water because it must travel 400 miles to get here.   

WHAT THE PUBLIC NEEDS TO KNOW:  In the past, when the weather was dry in Southern California, 
water from this source was used to help replenish the groundwater basin in the San Gabriel Valley.  With 
drought plaguing the entire state, groundwater replenishment with Bay-Delta water has been curtailed.  
Water from the Delta is also higher in organic compounds making it more costly to treat and disinfect  

Colorado River:  Water from the Colorado River is divided among seven western states including a 
number of water districts and tribes.  This supply is brought to the San Gabriel Valley via a 242-mile 
aqueduct operated by the Metropolitan Water District of Southern California (MWD).  In normal years, 
this source comprises about 30% (550,000 acre-feet) of Southern California’s needs.   

WHAT THE PUBLIC NEEDS TO KNOW:  For more than a decade drought on the Colorado River System has 
reduced supplies to our region.  In 2003, Southern California’s share of Colorado River water was 
recalculated and reduced and that portion now goes to other states.  During this dry period some years 
have been better than others. The water from the Colorado River System, though, is higher in salts than 
other sources. This makes it less viable for long-term basin replenishment.  

Local Groundwater Supplies: Under normal conditions, local snow and rain captured from the San 
Gabriel Mountain range provide about 80% of the local supply for the San Gabriel Valley.  As the water 
travels down the San Gabriel River it is diverted to spreading basins that allow the water to percolate 
underground. With drought affecting the Bay Delta and the Colorado River, the last line of defense 
against the drought is our local groundwater basin.  In dry years we pull the basin reserves down and 
refill the basin with local runoff. 

WHAT RESIDENTS NEED TO KNOW:  Groundwater basin levels are at an all time low.  Considerable effort 
is being made to prevent further decline due to wasteful water use practices. Elsewhere in the state, low 
groundwater levels have resulted in subsidence. However, the San Gabriel Valley and the groundwater 
basin beneath it are comprised of sandy soils and a relatively low percentage of consolidated material 
and are less susceptible to subsidence from withdrawal than areas like the Central Valley. 



Looking Ahead 

The drought has posed many concerns about current and future supply. However, water suppliers in the 
San Gabriel Valley have anticipated periods of minimal rainfall and prepared by capturing, conserving 
and importing water to protect local supplies.  The effective management of the Basin has helped this 
year’s period of highest demand (the summer months). In looking ahead, conservation is key to continue 
to help insulate the San Gabriel Valley from the concerns other regions in California are facing. That is 
why the SGVWA has launched a public information effort to increase awareness for the need to protect 
supplies currently stored underground.  

 

 


