
Groundwater Sustainability 
An Agricultural Proposal 

The California Legislature adopted the Sustainable Groundwater Management Act in 2014 (SGMA). 
SGMA provides for local approved entities to form a Groundwater Sustainability Agency (GSA) and to 
create a Groundwater Sustainability Plan (GSP) to guide and govern areas for managing 
groundwater sustainability. Within Sonoma County three GSAs currently exist: the Santa Rosa Plain, the 
Petaluma Valley and the Sonoma Valley GSA.  Three additional basins within Sonoma County are 
proposed for elevation in prioritization:  Alexander Valley, Dry Creek Valley, and Wilson Grove.  If 
proposed prioritization is finalized, the formation of three additional GSAs would be required.  

Additionally, the California Department of Water Resources (DWR) recognizes that recharge on 
active farmlands can yield positive benefits to groundwater sustainability.   DWR has proposed 
Flood-MAR, flooding working landscapes (e.g. farmlands) to provide managed aquifer recharge, as a tool 
to help areas achieve groundwater sustainability as well as for “flood protection, drought 
preparedness, aquifer remediation, and ecosystem restoration”.1  In that same request, DWR offered 
to work with landowners and GSA’s to “determine opportunities to implement managed groundwater 

recharge projects that use excess flood flows as the source water.”  

Consistent with SGMA’s intent, and DWR’s recognition of the value of working landscapes to achieving 
groundwater sustainability, the undersigned agriculture interests send this letter as notice that 
the agriculture community is taking significant and proactive steps to assist in management of 
groundwater in Sonoma County.   

One significant step taken by agriculture interests in furthering Sonoma County’s sustainable 
groundwater management efforts includes petitioning the Local Agency Formation Commissions 
(LAFCO) to form the Sonoma On-Farm Conservation and Recharge Water District (Water District). 
This independent Water District will provide services to monitor, manage, protect and recharge 
groundwater in designated agriculture areas within Sonoma County. Further, approval of this Water 
District is anticipated to provide an efficient and cost-effective system for the delivery of services 
related to collection and management of data to inform groundwater levels and its relationship to 
agriculture use, and the development of a Groundwater Sustainability Plan.  

We take these additional steps as acknowledgment of the following: 

1) Compliance with SGMA will require the cooperation of agriculture as they are a significant source
of extraction but more importantly, have the ability to provide opportunity for recharge of the
aquifers.

1 https://water.ca.gov/-/media/DWR-DSIWM-SIIB-Website-Files/Flood-MAR-White-Paper-Documents/Flood-MAR_Discussion-
Draft_Nov-2017.pdfDiscussion 

Sept. 20, 2018   
Page 1 of 4 

https://water.ca.gov/-/media/DWR-DSIWM-SIIB-Website-Files/Flood-MAR-White-Paper-Documents/Flood-MAR_Discussion-Draft_Nov-2017.pdfDiscussion
https://water.ca.gov/-/media/DWR-DSIWM-SIIB-Website-Files/Flood-MAR-White-Paper-Documents/Flood-MAR_Discussion-Draft_Nov-2017.pdfDiscussion


Sept. 20, 2018   
Page 2 of 4 

2) The Santa Rosa Plain Basin is fortunate to have already undertaken considerable study and has in
hand a Santa Rosa Plain Watershed Groundwater Management Plan that contains a large
percentage of the required information for compliance with SGMA.

3) The Petaluma Valley Basin is fortunate to have comprehensive and long-term studies provided by
the USGS that documents negligible groundwater changes over time indicating the Basin is in
equilibrium.

4) The Alexander Valley Area Basin and the Santa Rosa Plain, Healdsburg Area Sub-basin (Dry Creek
Valley) both have substantial data indicating there is no overdraft of the aquifer.

5) The agricultural community with its culture of efficiency and management of resources along with
financial prudence, driven by slim margins, are positioned to produce documents and information 
quickly unburdened by bureaucracy.

6) Any discussion of financing needs to fully understand the extent of the problem and the cost of
solution before assessing property owners.

We are already taking the following steps: 
1) A network of wells is being established utilizing accepted technology to monitor groundwater

levels and the interaction between wells and aquifers to confirm modeling by the USGS.
2) A review of the data of the Santa Rosa Plain Watershed Groundwater Management Plan has been

undertaken and we have identified substantial compliance with the Basin Setting identified in
SGMA.

3) We have undertaken one study of the recharge nature of vineyards over the past year with
additional studies being prepared.

4) We will form an organization, initially independent of the Water District, to collect and report
agricultural groundwater data modeled after the successful efforts of the County and growers to
comply with the State’s Russian River Frost Regulation.  Similar to a frost “water demand
management program” the groundwater organization would prepare an inventory of agricultural
groundwater producers and wells (“inventory”) for each medium or high priority basin in the
County, prepare an assessment of groundwater conditions (akin to “stream stage monitoring”),
assess whether groundwater production adversely affects groundwater elevations or causes any
other impacts (“risk assessment”), and identify any management actions to address impacts
(“corrective actions”).  The groundwater organization would also respond to agency requests for
focused groundwater monitoring.  Like the frost program, the groundwater organization would
be funded by agricultural producers.

Each Basin presents its own challenges and we feel agriculture is positioned to assist in each: 

Existing GSAs and Related Basins 
1) Santa Rosa Plain Basin

a. Agricultural groundwater users have taken steps to establish a network of wells monitoring
groundwater in real time in both shallow and deep aquifers.

b. The focus of the proposed Water District is centered in this Basin and positioned to provide
well monitoring and funding recharge projects.



c. Discussions are being conducted with water engineering firms to cross match elements of the
adopted Santa Rosa Plain Watershed Groundwater Management Plan and the requirements
of the Sustainable Groundwater Plan mandated by SGMA to identify any additional
documentation needed.

2) Petaluma Valley Basin
a. Agricultural groundwater users have taken steps to establish a network of wells monitoring

groundwater in real time in both shallow and deep aquifers.
b. The Water District is positioned to expand into this Basin allowing annexation of willing

property owners.
c. Data provided by USGS indicate an insignificant potential overdraft that can be easily

addressed with many of the same steps in the Santa Rosa Plain Watershed Groundwater
Management Plan.

3) Sonoma Valley Basin
a. Agricultural groundwater users have taken steps to establish a network of wells to monitor

groundwater within this Basin.
b. This unique Basin has documented, isolated incidents of salt intrusion.  The proposed Water

District will collect data to understand opportunities for utilizing groundwater recharge to
reverse those trends.

c. The funding proposed for a Sonoma Valley Groundwater Sustainability Plan (“GSP”) is best
directed to recharge projects designed to reverse the only impact from historic groundwater
extraction, similar to the SCWA’s pilot injection project.

d. Agricultural producers will provide funding and direction to on-farm recharge and other
groundwater management projects.

Additional Proposed Basins 
4) Alexander Valley

a. This Basin is fortunate to have considerable documentation of sustainable groundwater and
is able to follow the path of Napa by filing an “Alternative” to a GSP (also known as an
“Alternative Plan”) allowed under SGMA.  An Alternative may be submitted where an analysis
of basin conditions demonstrates that the basin has operated within its sustainable yield over
a period of at least 10 years.

5) Dry Creek Valley
a. Like the Alexander Valley Basin, an “Alternative” should be filed for this Basin.

6) Wilson Grove
a. This Basin presents challenges with its high percentage of residential wells that would fall into

the category of “de-Minimis” users that are exempt from metering under SGMA authorities,
complicating compliance with SGMA.  While the County has legal authorities in addition to
SGMA to regulate residential wells, the County Board of Supervisors will require the
cooperation of agriculture, which has better capabilities to assess basin conditions than
residential users, to study the basin and adopt an appropriate management program.

Groundwater availability and potential solutions for sustainability will significantly impact agricultural 
water users and Sonoma County’s ability to create and implement an efficacious GSP.  Agriculture 
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producers recognize sustainable agriculture requires sustainable groundwater and believe that 
collectively we can significantly contribute to achieving SGMA’s goals. 

It is our intent to make a positive contribution to the process and the sustainable management of 
groundwater in all the basins in which agriculture has a presence.   

Thank you. 

Sonoma Alliance for Vineyards & Environment 
Sonoma County Farm Bureau 
North Bay Water District 
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	1. Commencement of Work
	1.1. Sonoma Water is authorized to proceed immediately with the performance of this Agreement upon the Effective Date of this Agreement.

	2. Tasks
	2.1. Task A-1: Grant Application
	a. Sonoma Water staff will monitor and report on funding opportunities related to supporting the implementation of new and expanded responsibilities identified in the SGMA.  If GSA chooses to pursue funding opportunity, staff will coordinate, prepare,...
	i. Assemble team of technical, administrative, and financial staff.
	ii. Prepare templates, make assignments, and create schedule to ensure application is submitted on time.
	iii. Prepare drafts of project narrative, budget, and schedule; circulate to appropriate staff for review and comment.
	iv. Collect supplemental documents required to be submitted with application, such as letters of support, resolution from governing board, maps, studies, or reports.
	v. Finalize and submit application according to program requirements.


	2.2. Task A-2: Grant Management
	a. If a grant is awarded and for the existing Proposition 1 planning grant, Sonoma Water staff will provide grant administration and management for GSA.
	i. Act as primary contact with grant agency to prepare grant agreement, including scope, schedule, and budget.
	ii. Assist in meeting grant compliance requirements, including standard terms and conditions, and project deliverables.
	iii. Monitor grant schedule and budget.
	iv. Coordinate with GSA members and sub-recipients to implement grant project in a timely manner.
	v. Prepare quarterly progress reports for grant agency.
	vi. Prepare and process invoices for match and reimbursement.
	vii. Coordinate and submit deliverables required under grant agreement.
	viii. Oversee grant closeout process.


	2.3. Task B-1:  Ongoing Outreach
	a. Sonoma Water staff will continue existing outreach and communications program, including outreach support for the funding options study and for implementation of the Community Engagement Plan, by working in coordination with the Board, Advisory Com...
	i. Scheduling and coordination of community meetings and public hearings (up to two annually) including:
	a) Finding location, date, and time
	b) Drafting agendas in coordination with Administrator and facilitator
	c) Advertising meeting, including development of content and graphics, and placing paid advertisements in community and regional newspapers, including the Argus-Courier, the Sonoma Index-Tribune, and The Press Democrat.
	d) Preparing materials and presentations
	e) Coordinating note taking and feedback
	f) Setting up and breaking down meetings

	ii. Issuing monthly updates on activities to the Interested Parties list.
	iii. Maintaining the Interested Parties list, including ensuring that the Interested Parties list can be targeted to each basin (if targeted emails are needed).
	iv. Maintaining and updating the website on a monthly basis (minimum).
	v. Developing content for, and coordinating approval and issuance of, press releases.
	vi. Developing fact sheets, frequently asked questions and other materials to explain GSA rates/fees and the Groundwater Sustainability Plan in clear, non-technical terms to stakeholders and the public.
	vii. Coordinating social media messaging with GSA member agencies, and budget permitting, develop GSA social media presence.
	viii. Updating the Community Engagement Plan annually, to ensure key milestones are accomplished.


	2.4. Task C-1:  Initiate Groundwater Sustainability Plan (GSP) Preparation.
	a. Sonoma Water staff will provide technical services related to initiating the GSP for the Petaluma Valley Groundwater sub-basin in Years 2-4, including the following:
	i. Serve as primary contact with DWR and interface with U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) and other state and federal agencies for technical matters related to development of the GSP.
	ii. Prepare and present background information to Advisory Committee and GSA Board, including:
	a) Summary of current understanding of groundwater conditions based on findings of USGS study, monitoring, and other relevant studies and monitoring activities

	iii. Maintain and update the Final Work Plan for GSP development (Provided as Exhibit D) that includes a proposed scope of work, schedule, and estimated budget, in consultation with Advisory Committee and member-agency staff.
	iv. Solicit technical consultant(s), as needed, for assistance in developing GSP.
	a) Assess need(s) for technical consultant(s) for developing GSP or components of GSP.
	b) Pending assessment of need(s) and in consultation with staff from each GSA member agency and inter-basin coordination group, develop solicitation for technical services, coordinate review of solicitation responses, and prepare contract with selecte...

	v. Complete development of Basin Setting for GSP (consistent with Sub-article 2, sections 354.14 through 354.18 of GSP Regulations) utilizing information from the USGS study and other available sources.  Revise Basin setting to reflect input from Advi...
	vi. Compile the complete GSP, prepare for adoption by the GSA Board, perform required noticing and public hearing and submit final GSP to DWR by the January 30, 2022 deadline.
	vii. Sonoma Water staff will provide technical services to support ongoing and expanded monitoring within the Petaluma Valley Basin, including:
	a) Coordinate the collection, compilation and reporting of groundwater-level data within the Petaluma Valley for periodic briefings to the GSA Board, including CASGEM and other monitoring data.
	b) Develop and present proposals for the expansion and refinement of monitoring networks compliant with requirements for monitoring networks described in the GSP Regulations to the Advisory Committee and GSA Board for consideration.  This will include...



	2.5. Task C-2:  Technical Support for Financing Options Study
	a. Sonoma Water staff will continue to provide technical services, as necessary, to support development of a financing options study in consultation with staff of GSA members, inter-basin coordination group and consultant(s).  Such services may include:
	i. Refined estimates of groundwater demands by water-use sector based on data from available information, studies and computer models.
	ii. Processing of computer model output from groundwater flow model of water budget estimates for Bulletin 118 basin portion of model domain.


	2.6. Task C-3:  Optional As-Needed Technical Support to the GSA Board
	a. Sonoma Water staff will provide as-needed technical support to the GSA Board pursuant to GSA Board priorities and direction.  Such services may include:
	i. Pending the timing of future Basin Boundary Modification request periods established by DWR and upon request by the GSA Board, Sonoma Water staff would compile and present technical information to the Advisory Committee and GSA Board for considerat...
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	AMENDMENT NO. 2
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	1. Term:  The Term of the Contract, as set forth in section 3 of the Contract, is hereby extended until June 30, 2019.
	2. Compensation: The text of section 2 of the Contract is hereby amended to read: “Compensation to Attorney for services shall be at the rates set forth in Exhibit B, provided however that total payments hereunder shall not exceed $60,000 $65,000 $104...
	3. Except as expressly provided herein, nothing in this Amendment shall be deemed to waive or modify any of the other provisions of the Contract. In the event of any conflict between this Amendment and the Contract, the terms of this Amendment No. 2 s...
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