
 
 

December 17, 2021 
 
The Honorable Deb Haaland 
Secretary, Department of the Interior 
1849 C Street, NW 
Washington, D.C. 20240 
 
Dear Secretary Haaland, 
 

We write to urge you to prioritize California projects designed to counter extreme 
climate-driven droughts as you implement the $8.3 billion in western water infrastructure 
funding in the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act (IIJA).   

 
According to the U.S. Drought Monitor, 80% of California is in extreme or 

exceptional drought.  Many of our major reservoirs have reached record low levels, we are in 
the midst of a biodiversity crisis, and communities across the state face serious water supply 
challenges that risk access to clean, safe drinking water for all.  With more dry weather 
expected this winter, this drought could become the worst since the Dust Bowl in the 1930s.  
Moreover, the Sierra Nevada snowpack is projected to diminish to scarce levels for decade-
long intervals by the 2050s, according to a recent study by Lawrence Berkeley National 
Laboratory.  Within just 30 years, this will leave California vulnerable to devastating 
droughts of much longer duration than we are currently prepared to endure.   

 
It is in response to these impacts of the climate crisis in California and other western 

states that Congress provided funding to preserve our water supply, especially for 
disadvantaged communities and our freshwater and anadromous species.  We must 
aggressively expand recycling, conservation, desalination, storm-water capture and other 
sustainable methods of increasing our water supply; make major investments to store water 
above and below ground; ensure sufficient instream flows and restore habitat in California’s 
Bay-Delta and other imperiled river systems; and maintain and restore aquatic ecosystems to 
help reverse the biodiversity crisis.  

 
The single-benefit and narrowly-supported approaches of the past won’t get us 

through the current and future droughts.  Instead, we must reckon with our “new normal” and 
work together to advance a more diversified water strategy that meets multiple needs.  
Therefore, as you work to implement the western water infrastructure funding in the IIJA, we 
respectfully urge you to expedite program implementation; support projects that provide 
multiple benefits; restore imperiled ecosystems; ensure clean, safe and affordable drinking 
water for communities; and improve climate-resiliency.  We ask that you prioritize the 
following (not listed in priority order):  
 

 Multi-benefit storage projects and Central Valley canal restorations as explained 
further in the attachment; 
 



 

 

 Planning/design funding and expediting feasibility approvals for large water recycling 
projects with the potential to transform urban water supply; 
 

 Increasing the project spending cap and conducting outreach to accelerate smaller 
water recycling or groundwater reclamation projects; 
 

 Restoration of biodiversity, especially threatened and endangered fish species, 
including by ensuring sufficient river flows and habitat; 
 

 Multi-benefit agricultural conservation projects across the state, but especially in the 
Central Valley; 
 

 Designing nature-based projects to improve drought resilience; 
 

 Expediting the BF Sisk Dam Seismic Retrofit by agreeing to the same cost-share rules 
for all public water agencies;  
 

 Expediting the delivery of funds for aging infrastructure, and emphasizing projects 
that upgrade aging infrastructure for multiple benefits including environmental 
benefits and resiliency to drought and extreme weather; 
 

 Desalination projects, especially those that result in energy and cost savings or reduce 
environmental impacts; 
 

 Coordination with water users on Colorado River drought planning, including on 
Salton Sea restoration;  
 

 Modeling the new small storage grant program after the successful Title XVI grant 
program to expedite project delivery; and 
 

 Enhancing water monitoring systems to improve understanding of hydrological 
impacts of a changing climate and to better inform management decisions. 

 
Thank you for your consideration of California’s priorities, which are set forth in 

more detail in the attachment.  If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact us 
or have your staff contact John Watts in Senator Feinstein’s office or Sarah Swig in Senator 
Padilla’s office. 
      

Sincerely, 
 
 

 
Dianne Feinstein      Alex Padilla 
United States Senator      United States Senator   

 
Enclosure: California Drought Infrastructure Priorities  



 

 

California Drought Infrastructure Priorities 
December 17, 2021 
 
Attachment:  Drought Infrastructure and Ecosystem Restoration Priorities Critical to 

California in Implementing the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act 

Large-Scale Water Recycling and Reuse 

The Potential to Transform Urban Water Supply.  The new large-scale water recycling and reuse 
program in section 40905 of IIJA has the potential to transform urban water use in the West’s 
biggest cities, reducing environmental impacts and improving drought resilience.  Among other 
benefits, these projects could generate 30 percent of the City of Los Angeles’ future water 
supply; advance interstate cooperation in the Lower Colorado River Basin to increase vital 
storage in Lake Mead and produce up to 150 million gallons of water daily, enough to serve 
more than 500,000 homes; provide 8 million gallons per day for potable reuse in Silicon Valley – 
enough to supply 74,000 homes; create 16 billion gallons per year of recycled water used for 
agricultural irrigation, groundwater enhancement and environmental preservation in the 
Sacramento region; and generate 50 percent of the City of San Diego’s water supply. 

Prioritizing Planning and Design Funding and Expediting Feasibility Study Approvals.  To help 
expedite the development of these large projects, we urge you to prioritize planning and design 
funding for FY22.  In addition, projects should not have to have their feasibility studies approved 
twice by the Bureau of Reclamation.  If a project has a feasibility study approved by 
Reclamation through the Title XVI process and the project would qualify for the large-scale 
water recycling program, then the feasibility study approved for the Title XVI program should 
automatically be approved for the large-scale recycled water program. 

Storage and Conveyance  
 
Multi-Benefit Storage Projects.  California is on the verge of building several major storage 
projects.  We urge Reclamation to continue to allocate substantial construction funding to 
projects that have previously received Congressional support in recent fiscal years and are 
supported (or, for Federal projects, not opposed) by the State of California due to their 
combination of improved drought resiliency and environmental benefits, including refuge water 
supplies.  Examples include the Sites Reservoir Project, the B.F. Sisk Dam Raise and Reservoir 
Expansion Project, the Los Vaqueros Reservoir Expansion Project, the Pacheco Reservoir 
Expansion/San Luis Lowpoint project, Sacramento Regional Groundwater Bank and the Del 
Puerto Canyon Reservoir Project.  Virtually all of these projects are non-Federal projects with a 
maximum 25% Federal cost-share based on the degree of federal benefits provided.  Regular 
appropriations are insufficient to pay for a full Federal cost-share, and IIJA funding provides a 
great opportunity to finally construct significant projects that can help replace the diminishing 
Sierra snowpack and store more water from wet years for the dry years.  
 
Restoring Central Valley Canals.  The State of California is seeking federal funding to restore 
the original carrying capacity of the major canals in the San Joaquin Valley, which have subsided 
due to groundwater pumping.  Restored canals, in combination with implementation of 
California’s Sustainable Groundwater Management Act (SGMA), are important to capture and 
move water during the few large atmospheric rivers that will represent an increasing proportion 
of California’s precipitation in a warming world.  Restored canals will allow water districts to 



 

 

convey waters to help stabilize and restore groundwater basins, which is our most cost-effective 
and environmentally benign storage option.  Interior should coordinate with the State of 
California to ensure that investment in canal repair results in the delivery of public benefits, 
including delivery of safe, clean, drinking water to disadvantaged communities; and enhanced 
habitat values for species including migratory waterfowl.  Furthermore, for any Federal funding 
provided under section 40902 of IIJA, the Act establishes requirements for the non-Federal cost 
share component.     
 
Water Recycling and Reuse 
 
Investing in water recycling and reuse is a proven tool to meet the water challenges of the 21st 
Century.  We urge the Bureau of Reclamation to prioritize projects to increase California’s 
drought-resilient water supply as we continue facing record drought conditions and extreme heat 
waves.  

Prioritizing Outreach to Eligible Entities.  Given the $1 billion available for water recycling 
projects through IIJA, it is critical that eligible entities are made aware of these new funding 
opportunities along with any relevant selection and eligibility criteria and information about how 
to prepare and submit feasibility studies and grant proposals.  We urge the Bureau to prioritize 
outreach to and education for eligible entities across California, particularly those that benefit 
disadvantaged communities, and to partner with stakeholder groups to leverage their expertise, 
resources, and networks in doing so.  

Using Reclamation’s Discretion to Adjust Project Spending Cap for Inflation.  We want to 
highlight that the Reclamation Recycling and Water Conservation Act of 1996 directs the Bureau 
to tie the Title XVI program's per-project funding cap to inflation.  The law states unequivocally: 
"Notwithstanding any other provision of this title and except as provided by paragraph (2), the 
Federal share of the costs of each of the individual projects authorized by this title shall not 
exceed $20,000,000 (October 1996 prices)” (emphasis added).  We strongly urge the Bureau to 
exercise this authority in accordance with congressional intent.  In doing so, the per-project 
funding cap for Title XVI would increase to roughly $35 million.  This will enable the Bureau to 
meet demand for increased water recycling more effectively and expeditiously.  

Ecological Restoration 

Restoration of Biodiversity, Especially Threatened and Endangered Fish Species.  California has 
a critical need for multi-benefit projects, habitat restoration projects, additional environmental 
flows, and new science, monitoring, and adaptive management approaches, in order to help 
stabilize and restore threatened and endangered fish species in the Central Valley and arrest the 
multi-decade trend in declining migratory shorebird populations.  Funding is needed for projects 
such as the following (not listed in priority order): 
 

 Managed floodplain and floodplain enhancement projects; 
 Farmland fish food production; 
 Enhanced instream flows to maintain freshwater species;  
 Constructed side-channel and floodplain habitat; 
 Gravel injection, placement, and augmentation projects; 
 Tidal habitat restoration in the Delta; 



 

 

 Refuge water infrastructure and other habitat for migratory birds;   
 Support for additional science and adaptive management, including enhancement and 

modernization of California’s stream gauging system to understand hydrology and 
manage the state’s water to meet multiple needs, including delivering water to the 
environment; and  

 Diversion consolidation and fish screens. 
 
The Aquatic Ecosystem Restoration Program was designed to fund transformational restoration 
projects that will be key to recovering native fish and wildlife in California and the West.  We 
believe IIJA aquatic ecosystem restoration funding should support projects to remove barriers to 
fish passage on and off floodplains as well as voluntarily remove fish passage barriers like those 
associated with the Potter Valley Project or the Keno Dam.  These projects would benefit water 
users, water quality, wildlife refuges, and salmon and steelhead fisheries in California and 
Oregon, which would benefit Tribal, commercial, and recreational fisheries.  We also support 
funding for the San Joaquin River Restoration Program to restore salmon runs on the San 
Joaquin River – funding would be used for fish passage structures, levees, and other 
improvements that will together allow the threatened spring-run Chinook salmon to swim freely 
upstream from the ocean to the Friant Dam.  
 
Ecological restoration funds should only be used for environmental enhancement projects.  
 
We look forward to hearing about the Department’s plans for engagement with non-federal 
partners to review the proposals and to seeing the list of projects proposed for implementation 
that emerges from that engagement. 
 
Implementing IIJA’s New Habitat Restoration Program Conjunctively with WaterSMART.  We 
urge you to implement the new habitat restoration competitive grant program in section 40907 of 
IIJA in conjunction with the WaterSMART funding in the bill.  Critically, the section 40907 
funding can be used for both design and implementation of projects, whereas WaterSMART 
funding prioritizes construction only.   
 
To develop the pipeline of high-priority, multi-benefit projects ready for WaterSMART funding, 
a portion of Section 40907’s funding should specifically be set aside to fund the front-end, 
design work and collaboration among stakeholders needed to develop good projects.   Because 
project “design” and “monitoring of conservation outcomes” are specifically authorized by 
statute for the new program, this funding stream is well-suited to helping develop multi-benefit 
projects that include designing a monitoring component of their conservation outcomes.  
Moreover, because Section 40907(d)(2) provides for a 75% cost-share for projects with high 
ecological or stream flow restoration benefits, it is well suited for this role of being the catalyst 
for developing projects.   
 
WaterSMART 
 
Multi-Benefit Agricultural Water Conservation Projects Across the State, Especially in the 
Central Valley.  We highlight Sacramento Valley water conservation projects as a priority, 
because they can accomplish multiple critical goals, including increasing drought resilience and 
improving rice field and other aquatic habitat for migratory birds on the Pacific Flyway.   



 

 

Designing Nature-Based Projects for Drought Resilience.  Section 40901(7) provides $100 
million for WaterSMART projects “that would improve the condition of a natural feature or 
nature-based feature.”  Reclamation should prioritize those projects that improve drought 
resilience for the $100 million directed to nature-based projects.  In particular, nature-based 
water retention strategies are a high-return-on-investment for producing drought resilience.  
Restoring lost hydrologic function through process-based restoration reconnects incised stream or 
river channels to their historic floodplains, to “re-soak the sponge” across a landscape.  This 
provides drought resilience to the watershed, underlying groundwater resources, and surrounding 
communities.  
 
There are several good examples of this approach in California, including the Central Valley 
Flood Protection Plan and its Conservation Strategy as well as upstream projects such as the 
Sierra Meadows Partnership.  
 
Prioritizing Multi-Benefit Projects Through Water and Energy Efficiency Grant Program.  We 
urge Reclamation to prioritize funding multi-benefit WaterSMART projects through the Water 
and Energy Efficiency Grants program and raise the ceiling on maximum awards under the 
program to the full authorized level of $5 million.  Projects that can provide more efficient and 
reliable water delivery to irrigators, while also providing fish and wildlife benefits, for example, 
are one type of multi-benefit project that should be prioritized.  Other multi-benefit projects may 
conserve municipal water and lessen the water demand on a source serving many water users and 
water needs.  These are the kinds of water conservation strategies that WaterSMART can 
advance to meet the Department of the Interior’s goal of “climate-resilient waters.”  Congress 
also took an important step in December 2020 to require WaterSMART grant recipients to 
monitor the effects of grant-funded projects for five years to show how they either benefit 
streamflow or otherwise use water conserved to lessen water supply-demand imbalances in the 
West. (Public Law 116-260 §1106). 
 
Prioritizing Urban Water Conservation.  We also recommend that you prioritize urban water 
conservation with the $400 million provided through IIJA for WaterSMART Water and Energy 
Efficiency Grants.  Water conservation and infrastructure that creates water resiliency will be 
necessary in the face of climate change. 
 
Aging Infrastructure 
 
Expediting the Delivery of Funds.  We urge you to take steps to expedite the delivery of funds 
for aging infrastructure, given that Congress appropriated $3.2 billion for these purposes in IIJA, 
and Reclamation has an infrastructure repair backlog of many billions more. 
 
Prioritizing Canal Restoration and Multi-Benefit Projects.  As previously stated, the State of 
California is seeking federal funding to restore the original carrying capacity of the major canals 
in the San Joaquin Valley in order to benefit drought resilience, much-needed groundwater 
recharge, and other multiple benefits.  Again, Interior should coordinate with the State of 
California to ensure that investment in canal repair is leveraged to deliver public benefits 
including delivery of safe, clean, drinking water – especially to disadvantaged communities. 
There are many other aging CVP facilities that Reclamation should not only repair but also 
modernize to better achieve multiple benefits. 
 



 

 

Dam Safety 
 
BF Sisk Seismic Repairs.  We ask that you prioritize the needed seismic retrofit for BF Sisk Dam 
and San Luis Reservoir, which is a critical hub of the California water system because it stores 
water pumped out of the Delta until it is needed for municipal or irrigation use.  This project is 
ready to begin construction.  Critically, IIJA funding in conjunction with regular appropriations 
will allow the project to get done within the next 7 years and will save Federal taxpayers 
additional hundreds of millions of dollars that would otherwise be required if the project is 
drawn out due to insufficient funding levels. 
 
For federally-owned dams, the Reclamation Safety of Dams Act (1978) provides a cost share split 
between the federal treasury and (85%) and public water agencies (15%) for dam safety projects.  
We urge you to apply this funding ratio for all public water agencies.  It is the broader public that 
benefits from dam safety, not specific water contractors. 
 
Desalination 
 
Prioritize Innovative and Environmentally Benign Projects.  Desalination has the potential to 
complement water recycling in transforming urban water supply.  We urge you to prioritize projects 
that result in energy and cost savings or reduce environmental impacts, including minimizing and 
mitigating environmental impacts related to seawater intakes and brine disposal.  
 
Colorado River 
 
Coordination with Stakeholders.  We request that you work closely with California, Arizona and 
Nevada stakeholders in developing plans to allocate the $250 million for implementation of the 
Drought Contingency Plan in the Lower Colorado Basin.  
 
Small Storage 
 

Model After Title XVI Competitive Grant Program.  Small storage projects, including both 
groundwater storage and regulating reservoirs, can be developed quickly and will become 
increasingly important as watersheds throughout California and the west must mitigate the 
impacts of earlier snowmelt due to climate change.  As this program is developed, we urge 
Reclamation to model the process of application, review and award after the Title XVI 
competitive grant program to the extent that small storage projects have similar technical, 
economic, and financial feasibility assessment needs in the view of the Department.  The Title 
XVI program has operated efficiently by allowing the non-federal sponsor to develop a 
feasibility study and applies a cost-benefit analysis that properly reflects the limited federal role 
in the projects. 
 
 


