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Advisory Committee 
 

Sonoma Valley Groundwater Sustainability Agency 
 

TO:   Advisory Committee 
FROM:  Ann DuBay, SCWA 
SUBJECT:  Funding Options Update 
 

 
Summary: Update on the Fee/Rate Study and other activities regarding options for future GSA 
funding and provide feedback to Board on specific questions.  
 
Background 

At previous Advisory Committee meetings, Raftelis Financial Consultants and staff provided an 
overview on the fee/rate study, including the study purpose, scope, timeline and preliminary 
findings. In addition, a community workshop was held in March which allowed the public to 
learn about this study and weigh in on fee/rate options being considered. Many Advisory 
Committee members served as table top facilitators at this community meeting, and the full 
Advisory Committee considered the public’s input at its April meeting, and further weighed in 
on the merits of options being considered.  

At its February meeting, the Board of Directors appointed an ad hoc committee comprised of 
Chairperson Gorin and Director Sangiacomo. At the Board’s March meeting, Raftelis and staff 
provided a progress update and asked for Board feedback on the following options: 

o Flat Parcel charge: Fee charged to parcels within the basin on fixed or per-acre 
basis. 

o Fee based on groundwater use: Charged based on pure groundwater extraction. 
o Fee based on categories of estimated groundwater use (“Categorical Benefit 

Fee”): Current or potential groundwater users are segregated into a number of 
different user categories (and several subcategories). This approach is relies 
primarily on estimating the amount of groundwater use by municipalities/public 
water systems, agriculture and rural residential well owner and allocating costs 
to each category based on estimates of groundwater use within each category 
(or subcategory). 

Based on feedback received from the Board and the Advisory Committee, the ad hoc 
committee (in a conference call with staff, attorneys and members of Petaluma Valley and 
Santa Rosa ad hoc committees), requested analysis of: 
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o A parcel-based fee that would spread costs broadly, acknowledging the 
proportional benefit of groundwater to everyone in the basin (“Proportional 
Benefit Fee”): Under this approach, costs would also be spread more widely, but 
there would be some differentiation based on factors such as the size of parcel, 
the land use, and the current or potential use of groundwater on the parcel.   

Raftelis has been working extensively with the GSA administrators, plan manager and legal 
counsel on further refinement of data on both the Categorical Benefit Fee and the Proportional 
Benefit Fee. 

Timing  

Given recent court decisions regarding groundwater fees, staff, consultants, and legal counsel 
in all three Sonoma County GSAs agreed that it would benefit the GSAs to jointly seek a second 
legal opinion on possible funding options. The law firm Best, Best and Kreiger, LLC, (BBK) will be 
engaged as a subcontractor through the Agency’s existing agreement with its legal counsel, 
Kronick, in order to provide such a second opinion.   

The original timeline for the funding options study anticipated the Board making a final decision 
at its June meeting. This decision would allow staff to get the data to the County Assessor by 
August 1, in order place the fee on the 2018-19 property tax bills (the fee would not be a 
property tax, but the tax bills would be a simple mechanism for fee collection). The fees would 
be collected in two billings (December 2018 and April 2019), and would allow the GSA to be 
self-sufficient in the fiscal year that begins July 1, 2019. 

Based on the work that is still needed (including data refinement and a second legal opinion), 
plus the desire and necessity of additional public input (including a second public 
workshop/meeting to educate and inform people about a proposed fee), the GSA will not meet 
the County Assessor’s deadline. 

Assuming that the GSA does not want to develop its own billing system to administer the fee, 
the fee will be placed on the 2019-20 property tax bills, which are collected in the December 
2019 through April 2020 timeframe. The GSA will have a six month funding gap (July 2019 
through December 2019 when revenues would start coming in). By rolling forward unspent 
funds from the current and next fiscal year and with Proposition 1 grant funding, staff believes 
that the GSA could continue to carry out technical work and basic administrative functions 
during the six-month funding gap. 

The potential budget challenges the GSA could face will be offset by the benefits of additional 
stakeholder and public input; additional legal clarity; and assurances that the best possible data 
is used. 
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Questions for Advisory Committee Feedback 

The ad hoc committee, staff and consultants are seeking specific feedback from the Advisory 
Committee on the following questions, related to options listed above: 

1. Parcel charge: Is there interest in pursuing a flat parcel charge? Or, should the Board remove it 
from potential options? 

2. Fee based on estimated groundwater use (Categorical Benefit Fee): 
a. To charge rural residential well users, they need to be regulated (likely through a simple 

well registration program): Should the Board direct staff to take steps toward an 
ordinance to regulate rural residential (de minimis) users? 

b. Some municipalities are not currently using groundwater.  Should costs be shared by 
municipalities based on the actual and/or potential use of groundwater in the basin? 

3. Proportional Benefit Fee (a parcel based fee that would spread costs broadly, but segmented by 
parcel size and, possibly, land-use designation): 

a. Is this an option that the Advisory Committee recommends the Board pursue? 
b. If so, should unirrigated Open Space parcels and other parcels (ex., CalTrans right of 

ways, water ways), be included in the fee base? 
4. Ongoing member agency contributions:  Should the Board pursue ongoing member agency 

contributions? 

List of Attachments 

None 

Contact 

Ann DuBay, SCWA, 707-524-8378, ann.dubay@scwa.ca.gov 

mailto:ann.dubay@scwa.ca.gov



