Vital Currents: Water budgets better than water cops
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 The idea of citing excessive water users in Salinas is, in many ways, a pipe dream, and the holes in the pipe are big enough to drive a Peter built through them.

Who’s going to do the policing, the water company? Will they hire rent-a-cops to issue the citations? What happens if someone’s temper gets the best of him while being cited? What will the liability insurance on such an enforcement plan be? Will the cost of these water cops cause our water bills to go up?

It doesn’t seem like anyone in authority has the stomach or the political will to act on the state mandate. Which means, eventually, the state will act for them.

Yet the state says California Water Services Co. must implement restrictions on residential water use. Max Gomberg, a senior environmental scientist with the state Water Board, told me that the July emergency regulation required water suppliers like CalWater to evoke certain water use restrictions. Among the restrictions are:

• Urban irrigation such that there is visible runoff onto sidewalks, driveways and streets;

• Washing cars without a shutoff nozzle;

• Washing down driveways.

That first one – sidewalk watering – is the most unrestricted restriction ever to grace Salinas. Homeowners are watering sidewalks and curbs with impunity – day and night. Apparently CalWater’s communications to water users that it is under emergency requirements have not filtered down to the individual sidewalk waterer.

Authorities could turn the policing over to neighbors, hoping one neighbor will rat out the other. CalWater already has a version of this in effect on its website:

You can go to https://www.calwater.com/conservation/drought-update/ and then scroll down to “Report water waste: Alert your local district office if you observe water being wasted.” But apparently what CalWater means by spotting wasted water is if a water main breaks and is creating a geyser in the middle of your neighborhood.

“If you see gushing water or other damage to the water system, see someone tampering with our facilities, or have another water emergency, please enter your district below and call the district office ... ,” reads the instructions under “Report Water Waste.” Here, let me help you with that: 831-757-3644 or 831-757-3644 (after hours).

There’s another way of restricting water use during this drought. Call it the All-American Water Budget. I chose those terms because it uses the free market system to gain efficiency. In simplest terms, there is a fixed supply of a commodity, in this case water. With a fixed supply and unabated demand, prices will rise until supply and demand are in equilibrium, that is to say, less water use.

Salinas can take a page out of what a water utility in Riverside County did and create a multi-tier pricing structure. Tier 1 would reward “efficient” water use and those users would pay the lowest rates. The definitions of terms like “efficient” are science based and take into considerations such as household size, irrigated area and environmental conditions such as evapotranspiration.

Researchers at the University of California, Riverside, examined the monthly water use records of more than 13,000 single-family households in the Eastern Municipal Water District’s service area. They tracked local evapotranspiration requirements and other climate factors, as well as current weather conditions that included precipitation, wind speed and humidity.

Under the method used in Riverside County, customers who use water efficiently don’t subsidize customers who use water inefficiently. Only customers who waste water pay the added costs. Here are tiers:

1: Efficient Indoor Use

2: Efficient Outdoor Use

3: Inefficient Use

4: Excessive Use

5: Unsustainable Use

By the time you are up to Tier 5, you are paying out the nose for the privilege of wasting water. But you can use all the water you want, as long as you pay the piper.

In a working paper published by the Water Science and Policy Center at the University of Californian, Riverside, authors Kenneth Baerenklau, Kurt Schwabe and Ariel Dinar note that “Water budgets are thought to have significant advantages over more commonly used rate structures. A water budget creates a strong incentive for conservation by charging higher prices for additional water only when total consumption exceeds a household’s “efficient” level of use for the current billing period.”

Beats the heck out of water cops.
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