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MEMORANDUM
COUNTY EXECUTIVE OFFICE
ADMINISTRATION
County of Placer

TO :

Honorable Board of Supervisors

FROM :

Todd Leopold, County Executive Officer
By: Dave Defanti, Deputy County Executive Officer

SUBJECT:

Sustainable Irrigation Pilot Program Extension

DATE : February 25, 2020

ACTION REQUESTED
Authorize the County Executive Officer to execute Amendment 1 to the Funding Agreement with
the Placer County Water Agency (PCWA) allocating $92,757.84 in remaining unspent grant
funding to fund a one-year extension of the Sustainable Irrigation Pilot Program administered by
PCWA.
BACKGROUND
Adopted in June 2000, Placer Legacy is a program of Placer County to protect and conserve
agricultural lands and open space. Placer Legacy was developed to implement the goals,
policies, and programs of the 1994 County General Plan by meeting a number of policies and
objectives, including maintaining a viable agricultural segment of the economy and retaining
important scenic open space areas. The County currently receives and retains funds, including
general fund monies and mitigation fees, to be used for furthering the purpose and interests of
Placer Legacy.

A reliable and affordable source of water for agriculture is vital for the continued preservation of
the values of Placer Legacy. Not only does water applied to agricultural lands and open space
maintain a viable agricultural economy, but also helps to preserve the diversity of plant and
animal communities and facilitates recreational opportunities. Agricultural lands in western
Placer County have relied on surface water provided by Placer County Water Agency (PCWA)
to sustain this agricultural use. Groundwater is an alternate source of water that is available in
western Placer County, but there is increasing concern about the condition of local groundwater
basins throughout the central valley.
Until recently, PCWA was able to provide surface water at a rate that facilitated viable
commercial agricultural operations in western Placer County. However, charges associated
with the provision of surface water to agricultural lands are property-related, and as such subject
to the requirements and limitations of Proposition 218 (Prop 218). Prop 218 affects the ability of
special districts and other local governments to levy and collect taxes, assessments, and
property-related fees and charges. One of the requirements of Prop 218 is that charges for a
service be proportional to the cost of providing the service to the rate payer.
In 2017, PCWA hired an outside consultant to perform a water rate study (Study) to ensure
compliance with Prop 218. The Study concluded that the cost of providing surface water for
irrigation is now substantially more than was previously charged. Therefore, the Study and Prop
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218 compelled PCWA to adopt and implement new increased water rates based on the current
cost of providing this surface water for irrigation. The PCWA Board of Directors adopted the new
rates on November 16, 2017 and the rates were implemented on January 1, 2018. The lowest
cost for high volumes of irrigation water went from around $28/acre-foot to $42/acre-foot.
As a result of this rate increase, large agricultural water users in western Placer County were now
required to pay significantly more for the same amount of surface water they have historically
received and applied to their land . Most of these large agricultural water users are near the
Auburn Ravine, west of Highway 65, in a region previously known as "Zone 5" prior to PCWA's
recent zone consolidation and rate increase. PCWA currently serves 11 agricultural water users
in this area with surface water that is delivered via the Auburn Ravine. All of PCWA's customers
in the Zone 5 geographic area are agricultural users (customers), the majority of which are rice
growers, cattle ranchers, and dairy operations, along with the Lincoln High School farm . Together
these farms comprise approximately 4,400 acres of irrigated farmland.
Certain crops and land uses that have high environmental value and that were marginally
profitable at lower water costs, may not be commercially viable at the new water rates. Customers
were considering fallowing their land based on the recent water rate increase, or moving to more
intensive use of groundwater which is contrary to the County's General Plan policies regarding
maintaining a viable agricultural segment of the economy, and the goals of the recently formed
groundwater management efforts. The potential for surface water application to those lands to
either substantially decrease or cease altogether or move to groundwater threatens the values
and objectives of Placer Legacy and the General Plan .
Sustainable Irrigation Pilot Program Overview
In the interest of preserving and continuing the values and objectives of Placer Legacy and the
General Plan, County staff worked with PCWA in 2018 to develop a two year pilot program to
explore the efficacy of temporary incentives to sustain commercial agricultural operations while
simultaneously seeking long-term solutions to this dramatic increase in surface water rates . On
February 20, 2018, the Board authorized the County Executive Officer to enter into a Funding
Agreement (FA) with PCWA allocating an annual amount of $120,000 for two consecutive years
($240,000 total) to be used as grant funding for the Sustainable Irrigation Pilot Program (SIPP) to
be administered by PCWA. SIPP provides grant funding to offset the significantly increased cost
of surface water for irrigating land within the area previously known as Zone 5. SIPP is funded
by Placer Legacy and in-kind contributions from PCWA, including maintaining the water
infrastructure system in western Placer County that it is operating and maintaining on a temporary
basis.

The FA between the County and PCWA was structured around the following material terms:
• Program administration details discussed above, including a two-year term for the SIPP
and associated FA.
• County would allocate $120,000 annually from Placer Legacy to PCWA for two
consecutive fiscal years (Fiscal Year 2017/18 and 2018/19) to provide SIPP grants for the
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•
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•

2018 and 2019 irrigation seasons. These funds were restricted for use solely as a credit
on eligible participating customers' water bill.
PCWA would administer SIPP, including outreach to potential eligible customers. PCWA
was responsible for all costs associated with its administration of SIPP.
PCWA would provide an annual accounting of total grant funds disbursed, number of
participants, and total acre/feet of surface water purchased through this program.
PCWA would return any grant funds not utilized to Placer Legacy.

Customer eligibility requirements for SIPP was structured around the following material terms:
• Commercial agricultural water user located in the region previously known as Zone 5.
• Has purchased water from PCWA within the last five years that was used for irrigation.
• Water purchased during the time of the program will be used to continue commercial
agricultural operations in western Placer County.
• Eligible customers could receive a $12 credit on their water bill for each acre/foot of
surface water purchased from PCWA, with the credit capped at the amount of acre feet
equal to the customer's highest requested or delivered surface water amount purchased
from PCWA during any of the last five years (2012-2017).
Preliminary Results
SIPP was structured as a two-year pilot program spanning the 2018 and 2019 growing season.
This program term has ended, and the preliminary results are as follows:
• 2018 Growing Season
o Eligible customers took delivery of 6, 198.43 acre/feet of water, resulting in
$74,381.16.00 in grant funding provided (6, 198.43 acre/feet x $12 per acre/foot)
o PCWA returned $45,618.84 of unspent grant monies to Placer Legacy ($120,000
allocated - $74,381.16 granted)
• 2019 Growing Season
o Eligible customers took delivery of 6,071.75 acre/feet of water, resulting in
$72,861.00 in grant funding provided (6,071 .75 acre/feet x $12 per acre/foot)
o PCWA returned $47, 139.00 of unspent grant monies to Placer Legacy ($120,000
allocated - $72,861.00 granted)

Initial indicators suggest that SIPP has been successful in sustaining commercial agricultural
operations in the former Zone 5 area. Staff is not aware of any instances where the increased
water rates (as partially mitigated by SIPP) resulted in land being fallowed or additional
groundwater wells being installed. One interesting finding of this pilot program is that eligible
customers purchased less than half of the maximum amount of water available for SIPP funding .
Staff believes this is largely due to the funding cap being set relatively high: the cap was set equal
to the aggregate amount of all customers' highest water amount purchased during any of the last
five years (2012-2017), a timeframe that included the driest period in California's recorded history
which drove the need for larger-than-average surface water purchases. A number of other factors
could have also impacted the need for surface water purchases in 2018 and 2019, including
increased surface water price, increased precipitation, agricultural trade market fluctuations, crop
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selection, groundwater extraction, etc. Staff is conducting additional analysis to examine which if
any of these factors had a significant impact on farmers' decisions.
DISCUSSION
Over the last two years, County staff and PCWA have been exploring potential long-term solutions
to the dramatic increase in surface water rates in the former Zone 5 area. The County and PCWA
have identified some promising opportunities, but further analysis and coordination is necessary
to determine feasibility. As such, staff believes extending SIPP by one year would allow sufficient
time to determine if there is a viable long-term solution and, if so, begin implementation before
the 2021 growing season. A one-year extension can be funded via unspent grant funding from
the initial two-year pilot program: of the $240,000 in Placer Legacy funding originally allocated to
SIPP, approximately $147,242.16 of grant funding was awarded, leaving an unspent balance of
$92,757.84. If no viable long-term solution is identified during this one-year extension, SIPP will
cease at the end of 2020 without further action.
FISCAL IMPACT
There is no new impact to Placer Legacy, as this one-year extension will be funded via $92,757 .84
in unspent grant funding from the initial two-year pilot program. The agreement total of
$92, 757.84 will be expensed in FY 2020/21 . Any unspent grant funding will be returned to Placer
Legacy.
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