
  
May 4, 2021 

 

Steve Ritchie 

San Francisco Public Utilities Commission 

525 Golden Gate Avenue, 13th Floor 

San Francisco, CA 94102 

 

Sent Via Email to striolo@sfwater.org  

 

RE: Comments on San Francisco Public Utility Commission’s Draft Urban Water 

Management Plan 

  

Dear Mr. Ritchie: 

 

On behalf of the Natural Resources Defense Council and San Francisco Baykeeper, we are 

writing to provide comments on the San Francisco Public Utility Commission’s 

(“Commission’s”) Draft Urban Water Management Plan (“Draft UWMP”). Unfortunately, as 

discussed on the pages that follow, the Draft UWMP appears to significantly overestimate 

demand for water. In addition, the Draft UWMP fails to demonstrate that there are sufficient 

reliable water supplies in excess of future demands that would available to serve new 

development. At the same time, it also fails to demonstrate that the Commission and wholesale 

customers will make significant investments in local and regional water supply projects and/or 

significant reductions in water demand sufficient to bring supply and demand into balance.  

 

There are significant opportunities to increase local and regional water supplies and reduce 

demand for water, even as the State Water Resources Control Board implements water quality 

standards on the Tuolumne River that will reduce total water diversions as part of the 

amendment to the Bay-Delta Water Quality Control Plan. While the Draft UWMP states that the 

Commission “must plan for a future in which [the Bay-Delta Plan Amendment] is fully 

implemented,” Draft UWMP at 8-1, the Draft UWMP does not do so; shockingly, the Draft 

UWMP does not identify significant investments in local and regional water supplies that 

diversify the Commission’s dependence on unsustainable water diversions from the Tuolumne 

River and ensure adequate water supplies during dry years and droughts. While these projected 

shortages are partly an artifact of several assumptions by the Commission (e.g., population 

growth, design drought, assignment of responsibility for reductions in Tuolumne River 

diversions between the City and irrigation districts), the Draft UWMP does not plan for the 

future. As Los Angeles, San Diego, and other cities in Southern California significantly diversify 

their local and regional water supplies, for instance with significant investments in water 

recycling, San Francisco falls further behind.  

 

mailto:striolo@sfwater.org
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The Draft UWMP’s failure to plan for a future in which the Bay-Delta Water Quality Control 

Plan is fully implemented is a wake-up call that San Francisco and the Bay Area must do 

significantly more to diversify our sources of supply, including making significant investments 

in water recycling and other sustainable local projects that will increase water supply and help 

support good paying jobs in the region.  

 

I. The Draft UWMP Significantly Overestimates Demand for Water 

 

Accurately estimating demand for water is essential to ensure that there is sufficient supply to 

meet demand and to ensure the Commission’s budget and fiscal health. We greatly appreciate 

that the Draft UWMP estimates future demand for water, rather than using the maximum 

contract amounts with wholesale customers, as requested by the Bay Area Water Supply and 

Conservation Agency (“BAWSCA”). BAWSCA’s requested approach to calculating future 

demand for water is inconsistent with state law, which requires quantification of current and 

future demand for water based on projections of population growth and water demand by sector. 

See Cal. Water Code §§ 10631(a), (d).  

 

However, the Draft UWMP still significantly overestimates future demand for water, at least in 

part because it significantly overestimates population growth. In addition, the projections of 

water demand in the Draft UWMP are significantly inflated compared to the projected water 

sales in the Commission’s 10-Year Financial Forecast.  

 

A. The Draft UWMP Significantly Overestimates Population Growth 

 

The Draft UWMP appears to significantly overestimate population growth in both the retail and 

wholesale service area, and as a result overestimates demand for water.  

 

For the retail service area, the Draft UWMP projects that in-city retail population, or the 

population of San Francisco County, will increase more than 39 percent from 897,806 in 2020 to 

1,249,288 in 2045. See Draft UWMP, Table 3-3 at 3-11. This is more than three times the 

population growth projected by the California Department of Finance for San Francisco County 

over that same period. The Department of Finance projects that the county will grow by 9.87 

percent between 2020 and 2045, increasing from 899,891 to 988,709, as shown in the table 

below.1  

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 See Department of Finance, Population Projections, P-2: County Population Projections (2010-

2060), available online at: https://www.dof.ca.gov/Forecasting/Demographics/Projections/. 

https://www.dof.ca.gov/Forecasting/Demographics/Projections/
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 2020 2025 2030 2035 2040 2045 Percent 

Growth 

Draft 

UWMP 

Population 

Estimate 

897,806 1,002,873 1,064,477 1,126,081 1,187,684 1,249,288 39.15% 

Dept. of 

Finance 

Population 

Estimate 

899,891 913,369 936,862 956,232 972,787 988,709 9.87% 

 

Moreover, the Draft UWMP’s population projections do not match recent and projected trends in 

population for San Francisco County. According to the Draft UWMP, in-city retail projections 

are “obtained from the San Francisco Planning Department consistent with their Housing 

Element 2022 Update.” Draft UWMP at 3-11. However, the San Francisco Planning Department 

observes that San Francisco has experienced relatively slow growth since 1990. While San 

Francisco grew unusually quickly between 2010 and 2018, increasing roughly 10 percent in the 

span of eight years, population growth stopped – and potentially reversed – in 2020.2 With 

population plateauing or declining in 2020, it is unclear why the Draft UWMP projects that the 

population of San Francisco will suddenly increase 11.7 percent in a mere five-year period 

between 2020 and 2025. See Draft UWMP, Table 3-3 at 3-11. 

 

Using these population projections for the retail service area causes the Draft UWMP to 

significantly inflate the likely retail demand for water in the future. For instance, as shown in the 

table below, using the Draft UWMP’s estimate of 38 GPCD of residential demand in 2045, see 

Draft UWMP at 4-7, demand for water would be approximately 10 MGD lower in 2045 using 

the Department of Finance’s current population estimates than the estimates used in the Draft 

UWMP.  
  

2045 - 

Draft 

UWMP 

2045 - 

Dept. of 

Finance 

Population 1,249,288 988,709 

GPCD 38 38 

Total Residential 

Demand (MGD) 

47.47 37.57 

The Draft UWMP also appears to also overestimate the Commission’s wholesale service area 

population in 2045.3 Wholesale service area population is the sum of the population served by 

 
2 See San Francisco Planning Department, Summary of the Draft Needs Assessment of the 2022 

Housing Element, available online at: https://www.sfhousingelement.org/summary-draft-needs-

assessment-2022-housing-element. 
3 The Draft UWMP fails to utilize current information in calculating future population growth in 

the wholesale service area. The Draft UWMP indicates that the wholesale service area 

https://www.sfhousingelement.org/summary-draft-needs-assessment-2022-housing-element
https://www.sfhousingelement.org/summary-draft-needs-assessment-2022-housing-element
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BAWSCA member agencies, Cordilleras MWC, and Groveland CSD. Between 2020 and 2045, 

the Draft UWMP projects that BAWSCA populations will increase 31.22 percent from 

1,858,392 to 2,438,515. See Draft UWMP Table 3-4 at 2-14. While the Commission’s wholesale 

service area does not align with the county boundaries for which the Department of Finance 

prepared population estimates, BAWSCA member agencies can be found within three counties: 

Alameda County, San Mateo County, and Santa Clara County. As the table below demonstrates, 

the Draft UWMP assumes significantly higher rates – indeed, more than twice the rate – of 

population growth in the wholesale service area than the Department of Finance projects for 

these same three counties. 

  
2020 2025 2030 2035 2040 2045 Percent 

Change 

Draft 

UWMP 

BAWSCA 

Population 

1,858,392 1,941,725 2,032,304 2,187,849 2,311,562 2,438,515 31.22% 

Alameda 

County 

(Dept. of 

Finance) 

1,671,855 1,725,911 1,785,496 1,836,364 1,877,766 1,909,308 14.20% 

San Mateo 

County 

(Dept. of 

Finance) 

775,132 787,161 800,006 808,253 813,098 815,187 5.17% 

Santa Clara 

County 

(Dept. of 

Finance) 

1,962,251 2,030,957 2,105,066 2,175,951 2,241,634 2,298,147 17.12% 

Three 

County 

Total (Dept. 

of Finance) 

4,409,238 4,544,029 4,690,568 4,820,568 4,932,498 5,022,642 13.91% 

 

population estimates were derived from BAWSCA’s June 2020 report. See Draft UWMP at 3-

14. Those population projections, in turn, are “based upon each member agency’s population and 

employment projections, using Association of Bay Area Governments (ABAG) Plan Bay Area 

2040 data.” See BAWSCA, Regional Water Demand and Conservation Projections Report, June 

2020, at 10, available online at: 

http://bawsca.org/uploads/pdf/BAWSCA_Regional_Water_Demand_and_Conservation%20Proj

ections%20Report_Final.pdf. ABAG’s Plan Bay Area 2040, which was released in 2017, uses 

2010 as its base year for population modeling, and estimates population growth from 2015 

onward. See Metropolitan Transportation Commission and ABAG, Plan Bay Area 2040, 

available online at: https://mtc.ca.gov/sites/default/files/Final_Plan_Bay_Area_2040.pdf Thus, 

the wholesale service area population projections incorporated into the Draft UWMP rely on data 

that is significantly out of date.  

http://bawsca.org/uploads/pdf/BAWSCA_Regional_Water_Demand_and_Conservation%20Projections%20Report_Final.pdf
http://bawsca.org/uploads/pdf/BAWSCA_Regional_Water_Demand_and_Conservation%20Projections%20Report_Final.pdf
https://mtc.ca.gov/sites/default/files/Final_Plan_Bay_Area_2040.pdf
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See Draft UWMP Table 3-4 at 3-14 for BAWSCA population projections; Department of 

Finance Population Projections, P-2: County Population Projections (2010-2060) for county 

population projections. Because per capita water use and total population are both substantially 

higher in the wholesale service area compared to the retail service area, overestimating 

population growth in the wholesale service is likely to result in even more substantial 

overestimates of future demand for water.  

 

In light of the striking differences between the Draft UWMP’s population growth rates and the 

overall population growth rates projected by the Department of Finance, as well as the fact that 

the Draft UWMP relies on outdated population models, NRDC strongly encourages the 

Commission to revise the Draft UWMP to incorporate current estimates of population growth 

and the resulting, lower estimates of total water demand.  

 

B. The Draft UWMP Significantly Overestimates Demand Compared to the Commission’s 

Financial Planning Projections 

 

The estimates of demand for water in the Draft UWMP are also significantly higher than the 

Commission’s estimates of demand for water in its 10-Year Financial Plan, which was adopted 

in February 2021. See San Francisco Public Utility Commission, 10-Year Financial Plan, FY 

2021-22 to FY 2030-31, February 2021, available online at: 

https://sfwater.org/modules/showdocument.aspx?documentid=17040. It is unclear why the 

Commission has inconsistent estimates of future demand for water in these two documents 

released in 2021. However, using the estimates of demand in the 10-Year Financial plan results 

in significantly lower demand for water than estimated in the Draft UWMP.  

 

The Commission’s 10-Year Financial Plan forecasts declining retail and wholesale water sales 

(demand) over the coming decade, based in part on the observed trend of declining sales over the 

past two decades, as shown in the figure below.  

https://sfwater.org/modules/showdocument.aspx?documentid=17040
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See 10-Year Financial Plan at 9. It explains that, “Various external events have materially 

contributed to historical declining water volumes, including the Great Recession and subsequent 

slow economic recovery, changing plumbing codes, and water conservation patterns continuing 

from the drought years through 2016.” Id. 

 

As the Table below shows, the Commission’s estimate of water demand in 2030 is dramatically 

lower in its 10-Year Financial Plan than in its Draft UWMP. 

 

 Draft 

UWMP 

10-Year Financial 

Plan 

Difference 

Residential Water Demand 

in 2030 

80.6 MGD 60.5 MGD 20.1 MGD (25%) 

Wholesale Water Demand in 

2030 

162.74 MGD 131.9 MGD 30.84 MGD (19%) 

Total Demand in 2030 243.34 MGD 191.9 MGD 51.44 MGD (21%) 

  

Compare Draft UWMP at 4-6 and 4-13 with 10-Year Financial Plan at 10. The Commission’s 

estimate of water demand in 2030 is approximately 25 percent higher in the Draft UWMP than it 

is in the Commission’s 10-Year Financial Plan, both of which were released this year. While the 

basis for this very substantial discrepancy is unclear, it provides further evidence that the 

projections of future water demand in the Draft UWMP are likely to be significantly 

overestimated. Given the Commission’s track record of overestimating demand for water in prior 

urban water management plans, we strongly urge the Commission to reevaluate and reconsider 

the estimates of water demand in the Draft UWMP.  
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II. The Draft UWMP Fails to Demonstrate there is Surplus Water Available for New 

Development and Fails to Plan for Reduced Water Diversions from the Tuolumne 

River, Such as Investments in Sustainable Local and Regional Water Supply 

Projects like Water Recycling  

 

While the Draft UWMP indicates that there is likely not sufficient water supply to meet demand 

in single dry years and multiple dry years, it does not plan for this future by identifying 

significant new local and regional water supply projects or measures to reduce demand. Instead, 

the Draft UWMP seems to pin its hopes on the State Water Resources Control Board not 

implementing instream flow requirements on the Tuolumne River, which would continue 

unsustainable water diversions for decades to come. Such an approach is improper, and it 

highlights how little San Francisco and the region have done to diversify sources of supply, 

particularly compared to Los Angeles and other cities in Southern California that are 

substantially increasing investments in water recycling, stormwater capture, and improved water 

use efficiency.  

 

The Draft UWMP states that it assumes that the water quality standards for the Tuolumne River 

adopted by the State Water Resources Control Board in 2018 as part of the update of the Bay-

Delta Water Quality Control Plan will be fully implemented starting in 2023. Draft UWMP at 7-

5. As the document admits, “The adoption of the Bay-Delta Plan Amendment may significantly 

impact the supply available from the RWS. The SFPUC recognizes that the Bay-Delta Plan 

Amendment has been adopted and that, given that it is now state law, we must plan for a 

future in which it is fully implemented.” Id. at 8-1 (emphasis added). However, the Draft 

UWMP also includes alternative analyses of water supply and demand that assume that the 2018 

Bay-Delta Water Quality Control Plan is not implemented. See id. at 7-5, 8-10 to 8-13. The 

Commission and wholesale customers cannot lawfully rely upon these alternative analyses to 

make determinations regarding water supply assurances under State law.  

 

As the Draft UWMP acknowledges, the State Water Resources Control Board adopted 

amendments to the Bay-Delta Water Quality Control Plan in 2018 that increase required 

instream flows on the Tuolumne River and will reduce total water diversions from the Tuolumne 

River. Draft UWMP at 7-3. The State Water Resources Control Board’s final Substitute 

Environmental Document estimates that the amendment would reduce total diversions from the 

Tuolumne River on average by 14 percent, although the State Water Resources Control Board 

has not allocated responsibility for meeting reduced diversions to specific water rights holders, 

including allocating responsibility between San Francisco, the Turlock Irrigation District and 

Modesto Irrigation District. However, the Draft UWMP concludes that implementation of the 

Bay-Delta Water Quality Control Plan would result in water shortages in single dry years and 

multiple dry years. Id. at 7-3, 8-5 to 8-9. This finding is based on several assumptions that are 

implicit or explicit in the document, including: 

• Assumptions regarding population growth and demand for water in the retail and 

wholesale service areas, which appear to significantly overestimate demand for water as 

discussed supra;  
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• Assumptions regarding implementation of the 8.5 year design drought, see Draft UWMP 

at 8-2, which is a significantly longer drought than is required by State law in an urban 

water management plan (using a shorter design drought could result in the Draft UWMP 

identifying less frequent and severe shortages);  

• Assumptions regarding the allocation of responsibility for meeting reduced diversions 

from the Tuolumne River, which may significantly overestimate the reductions in water 

diversions from the Tuolumne River borne by the Commission versus other water rights 

holders.4  

 

Yet despite this finding that there is not sufficient water supply to meet estimated future demands 

in single dry years and multiple dry years, the Draft UWMP includes minimal investments in 

local and regional water supply projects in the retail service area to increase water supply and 

diversify the sources of supply. Moreover, there is no analysis of local water supplies in the 

wholesale service area.  

 

Today, San Francisco’s retail service area is almost entirely dependent on water from the 

Tuolumne River, as there is virtually no wastewater recycling, little use of groundwater, and no 

apparent use of stormwater capture or other sources of water supply in the retail service area. 

The Draft UWMP estimated that in 2020, 97 percent of retail water supplies came from the 

Tuolumne River. Draft UWMP at 6-5. In 2020, it indicates that there were only 2.2 MGD of 

groundwater used in the retail service area, Draft UWMP at 4-3. Similarly, in 2020 it indicates 

that there was only 0.1 MGD of water recycling (for golf course irrigation) in the retail service 

area, id. at 6-8, even though wastewater treatment plants discharged more than 67 MGD of 

wastewater in the retail service area, id. at 6-9. That means that 99.9 percent of the water 

diverted from the Tuolumne River for the retail service area is used once in San Francisco and 

then discharged into the ocean or Bay, even though the current levels of water diversions from 

the Tuolumne River are devastating native fish and wildlife. Wastewater discharges to San 

Francisco Bay and the ocean face increasing regulatory scrutiny for their high loads of nutrients 

and most likely must adjust to nutrient load caps or reductions in the coming years. San 

Francisco's Southeast Plant is the second largest discharger of nitrogen to the Bay - emitting 

nearly 30,000 pounds of nitrogen to the Bay every day. Enhanced recycling could divert 

a portion of this load for various beneficial uses while reducing reliance on the Tuolumne River. 

Moreover, the failure to evaluate water recycling, given severe impacts to salmon and other 

Public Trust resources, raises significant concerns that San Francisco is violating the 

 
4 Although the Draft UWMP does not specify the assumptions that were used to allocate water 

supply for the Commission under the Bay-Delta Plan, the Commission has previously assumed 

that 51.7121 percent of the reduction in water diversions would be allocated to the Commission 

under the Fourth Agreement with the irrigation districts. However, this is a significantly greater 

reduction in the Commission’s water supply than would occur under the State Water Resources 

Control Board’s traditional approach of assigning responsibility for meeting instream flows 

under the rules of water rights priority. In addition, we note that an approach assigning 

responsibility under the terms of the Fourth Agreement may be unreasonable under the State 

Constitution.  
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constitutional prohibition against waste and unreasonable use of water. See also Los Angeles 

Waterkeeper v. State Water Resources Control Board, Case No. BS171009, Los Angeles 

Superior Court (Aug. 4, 2020).  

 

In 2045, the Draft UWMP indicates that San Francisco would still be highly dependent on water 

diversions from the Tuolumne River, with approximately 91 percent of retail water supplies 

coming from the Tuolumne River. This result is due to the fact that the Draft UWMP identifies 

minimal investments in water recycling (increased to 2.5 MGD) and groundwater (increased to 

4.4 MGD), and assumes more water diverted from the Tuolumne River compared to today 

(increased to 73.7 MGD). See Draft UWMP at 6-9 to 6-10.  

 

  2020 2045 

Water Diverted from the 

Tuolumne River 66.5 73.7 

Water Recycling  0.1 2.5 

Groundwater  2.3 4.4 

Wastewater Discharges 

that are not Recycled  67.78 

Not 

Provided 

 

In addition, even though the majority of the Commission’s water diversions from the Tuolumne 

River are utilized in the wholesale service area, the Draft UWMP provides no tables regarding 

current and future local and regional water supplies, unlike other wholesale water providers like 

the Metropolitan Water District of Southern California.5 Investments in water recycling and 

other local and regional water supply projects would reduce the need for water diversions from 

the Tuolumne River that are delivered by the Commission. We appreciate that the Draft UWMP 

identifies several potential alternative water supply projects in Section 7.4.1. However, the lack 

of information regarding wholesale water use and local supplies means that the Draft UWMP 

provides little to no information for the Commission to evaluate the likelihood that wholesale 

customers will increase demand for water diversions from the Tuolumne River compared to 

recent years, and raises significant questions as to the reasonableness of water diversions from 

the Tuolumne River that are delivered to the wholesale service area under the State constitution.  

 

 
5 The Draft Urban Water Management Plan of the Metropolitan Water District of Southern 

California is available online at: 

http://www.mwdh2o.com/PDF_About_Your_Water/Draft%20Metropolitan%202020%20Urban

%20Water%20Management%20Plan%20April%202021.pdf. Appendix 5 to the draft includes a 

comprehensive list of local water supply projects that are existing, under construction, under 

review under CEQA, or planned over the duration of the urban water management plan. The 

draft plan projects significant surpluses of water in all years. NRDC’s comments on their draft 

plan highlighted that it significantly overestimated water supply imported from the Bay-Delta 

and Colorado River, and underestimated supply from local and regional water projects.  

http://www.mwdh2o.com/PDF_About_Your_Water/Draft%20Metropolitan%202020%20Urban%20Water%20Management%20Plan%20April%202021.pdf
http://www.mwdh2o.com/PDF_About_Your_Water/Draft%20Metropolitan%202020%20Urban%20Water%20Management%20Plan%20April%202021.pdf
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In contrast to San Francisco’s plans for minimal investments in water recycling and other local 

supply projects, water districts in Los Angeles and throughout Southern California are planning 

several large scale water recycling projects that would generate hundreds of thousands of acre 

feet of water each year, further reducing demand on imported water supplies. Unfortunately, it 

appears that San Francisco and the Bay Area are falling behind Los Angeles, San Diego, and 

other communities in Southern California in planning for a future with less water diversions from 

the Bay-Delta watershed.  

 

III. Conclusion  

 

We recognize that water planning can and should occur outside of the context of the five-year 

Urban Water Management Plan process. However, the Draft UWMP does not plan for how San 

Francisco and its wholesale customers will adapt to reduced water diversions from the Tuolumne 

River. Instead, the Draft UWMP projects water supply shortfalls in single dry years and multiple 

dry years, raising significant questions as to whether local jurisdictions can rely on the Draft 

UWMP to approve water supply assessments for developments. The Draft UWMP’s conclusions 

regarding shortages are based on several assumptions that are within the control of the 

Commission, such as estimates of population and water demand and the design drought, and we 

strongly urge the Commission to reevaluate those assumptions in the Draft UWMP. In addition, 

we strongly recommend that the Commission prioritize investments in water recycling and other 

local water supply projects in order to plan for a future with significantly less water from the 

Tuolumne River.  

 

Thank you for consideration of our views. We would be happy to answer any questions or 

discuss these comments with the Commission and staff at your convenience.  

 

Sincerely, 

     
Doug Obegi      Jon Rosenfield, Ph.D. 

Natural Resources Defense Council   San Francisco Baykeeper 


