
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
  
  
   

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



June 11, 2026 
  
Chair Joaquin Esquivel and Members of the Board  
State Water Resources Control Board  
c/o Courtney Tyler, Clerk of the Board  
1001 “I” Street, 24th Floor  
Sacramento, CA 95812  
 
Re: Adopt Numeric Limits on Nitrogen Fertilizer Overapplications and Discharges from Irrigated 
Agriculture  
 
 
Dear Chair Esquivel and Members of the State Water Resources Control Board: 
 

The undersigned groups write to urge the State Water Resources Control Board (Water Board or 
the Board) upon their own motion, immediately update their Water Quality Order 2023-0081 by the end 
of 2026 to require the regional boards to adopt enforceable numeric limits on nitrogen applications and 
discharges to achieve each region’s final operational benchmark protective of groundwater quality under 
the Irrigated Lands Regulatory Program (ILRP).1 
  

The Board now has a clear scientific record. After ten months of research, analysis, and public 
input, the Board’s Second Agricultural Expert Panel (Expert Panel) concluded that sufficient data exists 
to establish numeric interim limits now, current scientific evidence supports the conclusion that certain 
discharge limits in the Central Valley and Central Coast would be protective of groundwater quality, and 
that nitrogen discharges above certain thresholds are excessive and require mitigation.2 Further delay is 
no longer justified. The Board has known about the harms of nitrogen pollution for decades.3 Yet it has 
not set enforceable limits. With the Expert Panel’s findings, the record and the obligation to act are 
evident. Process and stakeholder input are important but should not be exploited to allow for further 
inaction when the problem is known and solutions are clear. 
  

Demands for nitrogen fertilizers are projected to increase.4 Without numeric limits, communities 
and ecosystems will continue bearing the brunt of increased nitrogen pollution and related harms and 
costs. The State Water Board has the authority and responsibility to protect water quality and ensure 
regional boards can meet their water quality objectives.5 Numeric limits drive behavior change, as 
demonstrated by other countries that have successfully established science-based limits on nitrogen 
fertilizers and seen resulting improvements in water quality.6 Numeric limits are also fair in that they 
provide measurable targets, reward good actors who reduce nitrogen loading, enable effective and fair 
enforcement, and support progress toward safe and clean water for all Californians and ecosystems. 
  

Every day that the State Water Board delays updating its water quality orders, it allows the costs 
of inaction on communities and ecosystems to build, including public health and economic costs. The 
evidence is clear: inaction is far more expensive than preventing pollution at the source, with rising costs 
continuing to strain state and local budgets. 
  
The costs of inaction are substantial and escalating 
  

Nitrogen pollution drives increasing public spending on drinking water treatment, emergency 
water provisions, system consolidations, health care, and ecosystem restoration. In California alone, 
millions of dollars are spent annually to provide emergency drinking water to communities with nitrate-
contaminated wells.7 Nationwide, agricultural nitrogen pollution costs the United States an estimated $59 
billion annually, with Central California incurring some of the highest regional costs.8 These costs are 



borne by taxpayers, ratepayers, vulnerable communities, not the polluters. If current trends continue, 
nitrate contamination could affect nearly 80% of community water system users in the San Joaquin and 
Salinas Valleys by 2050, driving even higher mitigation costs.9  
  

Healthcare harms and costs from nitrate pollution are substantial, contributing to blue baby 
syndrome and higher rates of leukemia, lymphoma, colon, and childhood brain cancers.10 Nitrate-
attributable cancers cost up to $1.5 billion in direct medical expenses and $6.5 billion in indirect costs 
annually in the United States.11 California bears a disproportionate burden since our state has among the 
highest nitrate-linked cancer rates.12 An estimated 1,730 cases of blue baby syndrome were reported in 
California between 2011 and 2019, concentrated in regions with contaminated drinking water.13 
  

Nitrogen pollution also drives harmful algal blooms (HABs) that damage fisheries, threaten 
biodiversity and recreation, and make kids and pets sick.14 HABs are costly and require the state to spend 
millions on monitoring, treatment, and response while simultaneously threatening biodiversity. California 
spent almost $53 million to prevent or treat HAB breakouts in just six cities.15 California imperiled 
species like the Bay Checkerspot Butterfly and Arroyo Toad are threatened by nitrogen pollution.16 
  

Excess nitrogen also fuels climate change through nitrous oxide (N₂O) emissions, a greenhouse 
gas 273 times more potent than carbon dioxide.17 In 2025, researchers estimated that N₂O emissions from 
fertilizer overuse resulted in $12 billion in annual climate damages nationwide.18 In California, 60 percent 
of the state’s total N₂O emissions are caused by agriculture, including fertilizer overapplications.19 
  

The State Water Board has a duty to evaluate regulatory costs holistically, including the 
economic burdens of inaction and delay. Numeric limits shift costs toward prevention and accountability, 
allowing the state to save for the long-term. 
 
Numeric limits will supercharge transition to more sustainable agriculture 
  

Numeric limits are essential to leveling the playing field and accelerating the transition to more 
sustainable agriculture. Under the current ILRP, farmers who invest in sustainable farming practices face 
the same requirements as those who pollute, effectively penalizing good stewardship and discouraging 
innovation. Enforceable limits ensure accountability and fairness, as noted by the Central Coast Regional 
Board.20 As demonstrated by successful California policies like the Renewable Portfolio Standard, AB 
32, and the Clean Cars Rule, clear regulatory standards drive investment, innovation, and cost-effective 
change.21 Clear enforceable limits can similarly supercharge widescale transitions to more sustainable 
agriculture. 
  
Conclusion 
  

More than 25 years ago, California committed to regulating agricultural pollution, yet nitrate 
contamination continues to deny communities their human right to safe, clean water.22 Californians 
should not have to choose between a strong agricultural economy and clean water. The Board must act 
now. We urge the Board to adopt enforceable numeric limits on nitrogen fertilizer application and 
discharge and incorporate them into an updated water quality order no later than the end of 2026. Further 
delay will only increase costs, deepen inequities, and prolong preventable harm. 
  
Sincerely, 
 
Arohi Sharma 
Senior Policy Analyst  
Natural Resources Defense Council 
 

Katie Huffing 
Executive Director 
Alliance of Nurses for Healthy Environments 
 



Serena Alvarez 
Executive Director 
The Salvador E. Alvarez Institute for Non-
Violence 
 
Vi Nguyen, MD 
Co-Founder 
San Diego Physicians for Clean Air 
 
Vanessa Forsythe 
Leadership Council Member Policy Committee 
Co-Chair 
California Nurses for Environmental Health and 
Justice 
 
Nickolaus Sackett 
Director of Legislative Affairs 
Social Compassion in Legislation 
 
Leslie Tamminen 
Director of Science & Technology 
7th Generation Advisors 
 
Muriel Spooner 
Co-chair Conservation Committee 
San Diego Bird Alliance 
 
Iris Stewart-Frey 
Professor of Water Resources 
Santa Clara University: Water and Climate 
Justice Lab 
 
Chris Shutes 
Executive Director 
California Sportfishing Protection Alliance 
 
Peter Drekmeier 
Policy Director 
Yosemite Rivers Alliance 
 
Rosa Carrillo 
General Manager 
San Jerardo Cooperative, Inc. 
 
Natalie Herendeen 
Executive Director 
Monterey Waterkeeper 
 
Pauline Seales 
Organizer 
Santa Cruz Climate Action Network 

Robert M. Gould, MD 
President 
San Francisco Bay Physicians for Social 
Responsibility 
 
Jonathan Evans 
Environmental Health Legal Director 
Center for Biological Diversity 
 
Alexandra Farah 
Advocacy Manager 
Fibershed 
 
Tori Kjer 
Executive Director 
Los Angeles Neighborhood Land Trust 
 
Thomas R. Fox 
Senior Legislative Counsel 
Center for Environmental Health 
 
Valerie Ventre-Hutton 
Legislative Analyst 
350 Bay Area Action 
 
Charles Miller 
Chair 
Los Angeles Climate Reality Project 
 
Ken Bouley 
Executive Director 
Turtle Island Restoration Network 
 
Nathaniel Kane 
Executive Director 
Environmental Law Foundation 
 
Mati Waiya 
Executive Director 
Wishtoyo Chumash Foundation 
 
Dan Silver 
Executive Director 
Endangered Habitats League 
 
Suzie Savoie 
Volunteer 
Siskiyou Crest Coalition 
 
 
 



Madi Richards 
Staff Attorney 
California Coastkeeper Alliance 
 
Sakereh Maskal 
Policy and Advocacy Lead 
Pesticide Action and Agroecology Network 
 
Katharine Harrison 
Co-Lead, Legislative Team 
SanDiego350 
 
Jennifer Savage 
California Policy Associate Director 
Surfrider Foundation 
 
Robin Kobaly 
Executive Director 
The SummerTree Institute 
 
Elias Rodriguez 
Staff Attorney 
California Rural Legal Assistance, Inc. 
 
Ted Morton 
Executive Director 
Santa Barbara Channelkeeper 
 
Sarah Aird 
Policy Director 
Californians for Pesticide Reform 
 

Bianca Lopez 
Co-Founder/Project Director 
Valley Improvement Projects 
 
Kian Schulman 
Director 
Poison Free Malibu 
 
Brook Thompson 
Interim Executive Director 
Save California Salmon 
 
Don McEnhill 
Deputy Director & Riverkeeper 
Russian Riverkeeper 
 
Rachel Chapa Oporto  
Community Building Director 
San Diego Food System Alliance 
 
Chloe Hsieh 
Legislative Advocate 
California Environmental Voters 
 
Corinne Gibson 
Staff Attorney 
Leadership Counsel for Justice & Accountability 
 
Kjia Rivers 
Senior Policy Advocate 
Community Water Center 
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