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Purpose 
The purpose of this white paper is to summarize how the Sustainable Groundwater 
Management Act will impact Local Agency Formation Commissions (LAFCOs) 
around the State of California. The paper will use a variety of existing documents 
and sources to describe SGMA and evaluate how this important new law might 
affect LAFCOs. It is important to note that LAFCOs do not have a formal role in 
implementing SGMA; however LAFCO can become involved in a number of ways 
that will be discussed in this paper.  

Sustainable Groundwater Management Act Overview 
The Sustainable Groundwater Management Act (SMGA) was signed by Governor 
Jerry Brown on September 16, 2014, and went into effect on January 1, 2015. 
SGMA amended the Water Code and Government Code. SGMA provides a 
framework for sustainable management of groundwater supplies by local 
authorities, with a provision for possible state intervention and management if the 
groundwater resources are not being managed effectively by local agencies. 

SGMA requires the formation of local Groundwater Sustainability Agencies (GSAs) 
in groundwater basins designated as high- or medium-priority by the Department of 
Water Resources (DWR). GSAs must assess conditions in their local groundwater 
basins and adopt and implement local Groundwater Sustainability Plans (GSPs). 
SGMA provides substantial latitude and time – 20 years – for GSAs to implement 
plans and achieve long-term groundwater basin sustainability. The Association of 
California Water Agencies (ACWA) has provided analysis regarding SGMA. Here 
are a few key points: 

• Local agencies have until June 30, 2017, to form a GSA.  

• Any local agency or combination of local agencies with water supply, 
management, or land use responsibilities overlying a groundwater basin 
may decide to become a GSA for that basin.  

• Agencies that have been created by statute to manage groundwater are 
deemed the exclusive agencies to comply with the Act within their 
boundaries, unless the agency decides to opt out.  

• DWR reviews the completeness of the notice submitted by the proposed 
GSA. DWR also reviews the notice to determine if there are overlapping 
jurisdictions in a basin.  

 
SGMA provides broad powers to GSAs to organize their governing structures and 
design and implement plans. In addition, local agencies that become GSAs may 
exercise any existing authority they already have.  SGMA includes these steps and 
deadlines:  

• January 1, 2016:  Adopt basin boundary adjustment regulations. (DWR) 
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• April 1, 2016:  Adjudicated basins submit judgments/decrees. 

• June 1, 2016: Adoption of GSP regulations (DWR) 

• January 1, 2017:  Publish groundwater sustainability Best Management 
Practices. (DWR) 

• June 30, 2017:  Local agencies establish GSAs. 

• July 1, 2017:  Identify probationary basins: basins without a GSA. (State 
Water Resources Control Board) 

• January 31, 2020:  GSAs submit adopted GSPs for critically overdrafted 
high- and medium-priority basins. No GSP = probationary status. 

• January 31, 2022:  GSAs submit adopted GSPs for all other high- and 
medium-priority basins.  No GSP = probationary status.  

• January 31, 2020:  Critically overdrafted high- and medium-priority basins: 
Probationary status if GSP is inadequate or is not being implemented in a 
manner likely to achieve sustainability goal. 

• January 31, 2022:  High- and medium-priority basins: Probationary status if 
GSP is inadequate or is not being implemented in manner likely to achieve 
sustainability goal. 

Background and Governance 
 
Prior to passage of SGMA, groundwater was largely unregulated in the state of 
California, especially compared to the state’s comprehensive permit system for   
surface water rights. California was the last state in the West to adopt a 
groundwater management law. The Water Education Foundation explained in a 
2015 report, titled “The 2014 Sustainable Groundwater Management Act: A 
Handbook to Understanding and Implementing the Law,” that historically there 
were four basic options for local groundwater management: (1) Management by 
local agencies under AB 3030 and SB 1938; (2) Management by special act 
districts under special authority granted by state statute; (3) Management under 
city and county ordinances; or (4) Court adjudications. 
 
Management by Local Agencies Under AB 3030 and SB 1938  
 
In 1992, the state adopted AB 3030 (Water Code Section 10750-10755.4), which 
enabled local agencies to voluntarily create a plan to manage groundwater and 
tackle issues such as sea water intrusion into drinking water wells, groundwater 
overdraft and contaminated groundwater. Better coordination of using surface 
water and groundwater supplies, known as conjunctive use, was another focus of 
some plans. Subsequently, the Legislature passed SB 1938 in 2002 requiring  
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public agencies seeking state funding for groundwater projects to submit a 
management plan to DWR with specified components. As of 2015, 149 
groundwater management plans have been developed. As of 2013 (under the 
terms of AB 359), copies of all plans are required to be submitted to the state for 
public information and use.  
 
These laws encouraged local groundwater management planning, and some 
regions have made progress to improve management efforts. But the laws did not 
require the plans to achieve a sustainable management goal for the groundwater 
basin and did not provide local agencies the authority needed to effectively 
manage a groundwater basin. Groundwater management plans often depend on 
conjunctive use and recharging surface water to a groundwater basin.  
 
Management by Special Act Districts 
 
Another form of local groundwater management is special act districts. These are 
created by the Legislature in response to specific concerns. Their powers are 
customized to the needs of a particular groundwater basin. For example, the 
Orange County Water District statute provided for the district to establish a 
groundwater replenishment assessment, commonly known as a pump tax. The 
Legislature granted the Santa Clara Valley Water District similar authority.  
 
In all, SGMA identifies fifteen (15) statutorily created agencies with the specific 
authority to manage groundwater, although the authority of each agency varies. 
These special districts are:  
 

• Alameda County Flood Control and Water Conservation District, Zone 7 
• Alameda County Water District 
• Desert Water Agency 
• Fox Canyon Groundwater Management Agency 
• Honey Lake Valley Groundwater Management District 
• Long Valley Groundwater Management District 
• Mendocino City Community Services District 
• Mono County Tri-Valley Groundwater Management District 
• Monterey Peninsula Water Management District 
• Ojai Groundwater Management Agency 
• Orange County Water District 
• Pajaro Valley Water Management Agency 
• Santa Clara Valley Water District 
• Sierra Valley Groundwater Management District 
• Willow Creek Groundwater Management Agency 

 
Local Ordinances  
 
Counties and cities have constitutional police power to regulate the use of 
groundwater. Virtually all local jurisdictions regulate well permitting. In the early  
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1990s, some counties began to pass local groundwater ordinances primarily 
designed to discourage transferring groundwater from one county to a user in 
another county – a practice that became controversial during the 1987-1992 
drought. More recently, a few counties have used their authority to manage 
groundwater use through limitations on well permits. According to DWR, 30 of the 
state’s 58 counties have adopted groundwater ordinances. The power of counties 
to regulate groundwater has been challenged, but in 1995 the California Supreme 
Court declined to review an appeal of a lower court decision, upholding the 
authority for such local ordinances through a county’s existing police powers. 
 
Groundwater Adjudication 
 
When multiple parties withdraw water from the same aquifer, groundwater pumpers 
can ask the court to determine the rights that various entities or individuals have to 
use the groundwater resources. In such adjudications, pumpers are assigned a 
designated share of the basin’s water resources, and watermasters are typically 
appointed by the court to ensure that pumping conforms to the limits defined by the 
adjudication. These watermasters can be existing jurisdictions or another entity 
appointed by the judge.  
 
Litigation, however, is time-consuming and costly, in part because of the multiple 
factual questions that must be addressed, including the identity of the pumpers, the 
respective amounts of historical production, the boundaries of the groundwater 
basin, and the history of the basin’s hydrogeologic status to determine, among 
other things, when overdraft began. In the past, adjudications have taken a very 
long time to complete and have resulted in high legal costs. High and medium 
priority basins (i.e. basins subject to SGMA) that were adjudicated before the time 
of SGMA’s passage are exempted from almost all SGMA requirements with the 
exception of specified reporting on the adjudication. Those basins are listed by 
name in SGMA.  Basins that are adjudicated after the passage of SGMA must be 
consistent SGMA’s requirements for sustainable management.  This was codified 
by SB 226 (Pavley/2015).  SB 226 added Chapter 12 to SGMA so that: 
 

In an adjudication action for a basin required to have a groundwater 
sustainability plan under this part, the court shall manage the proceedings in 
a manner that minimizes interference with the timely completion and 
implementation of a groundwater sustainability plan, avoids redundancy and 
unnecessary costs in the development of technical information and a 
physical solution, and is consistent with the attainment of sustainable 
groundwater management within the timeframes established by this part. 

 
DWR is able to exempt a judgment from further SGMA compliance if DWR 
determines the adjudication satisfies SGMA’s objectives for the basin or portion of 
the basin covered by the judgment. (Wat. Code section 10737.4.)  DWR reviews 
the judgment every 5 years just like a SGMA plan and can recommend corrective 
actions to the court. (Wat. Code section 10737.6.) 
 



SMGA and LAFCOs                                                                          CALAFCO White Paper 

December 2016         Page 7 

Groundwater Sustainability Agencies 
 

SGMA requires local formation of GSAs to manage groundwater for High and 
Medium priority basins as determined by DWR. By legislative design, SGMA 
provides broad local discretion in how GSAs are formed and governed.  A GSA 
may consist of an individual public agency or multiple public agencies. A GSA may 
manage all or part of a basin. SGMA requires that all areas in a basin be managed 
by a GSA, and presumes that a county will be the GSA for any areas within that 
county not managed by a GSA unless the county declines. SGMA contemplates 
state involvement and potential state intervention for basin areas not managed by a 
GSA. SGMA permits private and mutual water companies, as well as Indian tribes, 
to participate in a GSA through a memorandum of agreement or other legal 
agreement, but does not confer any additional powers to a nongovernmental entity. 
A GSA must locally manage the groundwater basin through the preparation of a 
GSP. SGMA also allows for submission of an alternative in lieu of a GSP that 
meets the objectives of the Act.  
 
Under SGMA, the terms GSA and Local Agency are defined as follows: 
 

“Groundwater sustainability agency” means one or more local 
agencies that implement the provisions of this part [Part 2.74]. For 
purposes of imposing fees pursuant to Chapter 8 (commencing with 
[Water Code] Section 10730) or taking action to enforce a 
groundwater sustainability plan, “groundwater sustainability 
agency” also means each local agency comprising the groundwater 
sustainability agency if the plan authorizes separate agency action.  
 
“Local agency” means a local public agency that has water supply, 
water management, or land use responsibilities within a 
groundwater basin. 
  

The Department of Water Resources Notification Guidelines for Local Agencies 
(January 2016) further states as follows: 
 

One local agency can decide to become a GSA or a combination of 
local agencies can decide to form a GSA by using either a joint 
powers authority (JPA), a memorandum of agreement (MOA), or 
other legal agreement. However, a local agency will only be 
presumed to be the exclusive GSA within their respective service 
area or combined service areas. A local agency must define its 
service area as part of its GSA formation process. 

 
Exhibit A provides examples of both types referenced above. 
 
The following excerpts are from the California Water Foundation’s 2015 report titled 
“Know Your Options: A Guide to Forming Groundwater Sustainability Agencies,” 
which describes the local control and flexibility inherent in SGMA:  
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Aside from requiring that GSAs be formed, SGMA does not 
mandate a single formation approach. This gives local agencies 
overlying a basin a wide variety of formation options. For example, 
a single local agency whose service area encompasses an entire 
basin could elect to be the sole GSA for a basin. Alternatively, 
multiple local agencies could come together to form a single GSA 
that manages the entire basin. Or, a basin could be managed by 
multiple GSAs who each manage separate portions of a basin 
through either a single GSP or coordinated GSPs. 
 
Given the likelihood that multiple local agencies overlying a basin 
may elect to participate in managing the basin, this guide focuses 
on the different ways multiple local agencies can come together to 
create a GSA and coordinate with other GSAs. Pursuant to SGMA, 
a combination of local agencies can form a GSA through a joint 
powers agreement, a memorandum of agreement, or “other legal 
agreement.” 

 
GSAs are being established throughout California with a great deal of variability. 
The Water Education Foundation identified several models of GSAs in its 
informational white paper on SGMA. These include: 
 

• Centralized GSA: One agency assumes all responsibilities and authorities 
throughout the entire basin. An existing entity may assume this role or a new 
entity could be formed via a JPA, MOA, or through special legislation. 
 

• Distributed GSA: Includes several GSAs within a basin. Each GSA is 
responsible for areas under its jurisdiction, with coordination required among 
the GSAs. 

 
• Combination of Centralized and Distributed GSAs: Centralizes some 

authority and tasks and distributes others among multiple agencies. 
 
According to the DWR website, Groundwater Sustainability Plans may be in any of 
the following forms: (Water Code § 10727(b)): 
 

• A single plan covering the entire basin developed and implemented by one 
GSA. 
 

• A single plan covering the entire basin developed and implemented by 
multiple GSAs. 

 
• Subject to Water Code Section 10727.6, multiple plans implemented by 

multiple GSAs and coordinated pursuant to a single coordination agreement 
that covers the entire basin. 

 
As these examples show, SGMA allows for local discretion in determining the most  
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appropriate way to form GSAs and manage groundwater basins. The formation 
process involves providing formation notices to DWR, which reviews the notices for 
“completeness.”  Notices go through a 90-day waiting period during which other 
GSA formation notices for that portion of the basin may be filed. If, after 90 days, 
no overlap exists between proposed GSAs, the GSA becomes the “Exclusive GSA” 
and no other GSA formation notices will be posted for that area unless the 
exclusive GSA withdraws its notice.  Since multiple GSAs can be formed to 
manage a basin, this has led to multiple and, in many cases overlapping, requests 
being submitted to DWR for formation of GSAs. In those cases, DWR places the 
GSA in “overlap” status and no agency may become the GSA until the overlap is 
eliminated at the local level.  

Powers of a Groundwater Sustainability Agency 
 

SGMA gives a GSA broad power to adopt rules, regulations and ordinances and 
take actions it deems necessary to carry out the Act. It does not give the GSA 
authority over land use decisions. The use of these powers may be implemented at 
the discretion of the GSA. It is important to bear in mind that a GSA may consist of 
a number of agencies and is subject to state laws like CEQA and Proposition 218. 
The following is a partial list of the powers and authorities of GSAs: 

• Conduct investigations for the following:  
o Identify and review the need for groundwater management; 
o Prepare and adopt a GSP; 
o Propose and collect fees in compliance with Prop. 218, other laws; 
o Monitor compliance with SGMA and the local GSP. 

• In connection with such investigations, inspect the property or facilities of a 
person or entity (in compliance with any necessary consent or warrant 
requirements) in its management area to determine compliance with SGMA; 

• Call for the registration of wells within its management area; 

• Require wells in the area be measured by a water metering device; 

• Require a well owner or operator to file an annual statement identifying total 
extraction of groundwater from that well for the previous year; 

• Impose spacing requirements on new wells and reasonable operating 
restrictions on existing wells to minimize well interference;  

• Regulate, limit or suspend groundwater extractions from individual wells or 
on an aggregate basis, authorize construction of new wells, enlarge existing 
wells, reactivate abandoned wells, or otherwise establish groundwater 
extraction allocations (consistent with the applicable elements of a city or 
county general plan); 

• Authorize temporary and permanent transfers of groundwater extraction 
allocations;  
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• Establish accounting rules to allow unused groundwater extraction 
allocations to be carried over one year to another and voluntarily transferred; 

• Impose fees, including, but not limited to, permit fees and fees on 
groundwater extraction or other regulated activity, to fund the costs of a 
GSP; 

• Acquire and use real and personal property and construct and operate 
works and improvements necessary to carry out SGMA; 

• Appropriate and acquire surface water or groundwater rights, import surface 
water or groundwater, and conserve and store such water; 

• Purchase, transfer, deliver or exchange water or water rights of any type 
with any person as necessary for implementing SGMA; and 

• Enter into written agreements and funding with a private party to assist in 
implementing a GSP or any of its elements. 

Groundwater Sustainability Agency Boundaries 
 
DWR’s Bulletin 118 is a comprehensive report on groundwater and California’s 515 
groundwater basins and sub-basins. It is designed to "help those who must make 
decisions affecting the protection, additional use, and management of the State's 
ground water resources." It was first released in 1978 and has been updated 
several times over the years, the latest in 2003. Bulletin 118 describes groundwater 
basin boundaries throughout the state. SGMA required DWR to make an initial 
groundwater basin priority assessment to identify high- and medium-priority basins, 
which must be regulated by a GSA. DWR concluded that the basin prioritization 
concluded by the California Statewide Groundwater Elevation Monitoring Program 
would be the initial prioritization when SGMA took effect Jan. 1, 2015. In all, 127 
basins and sub-basins were designated high- and medium-priority. 
 
SGMA requires that groundwater basins are managed in their entirety and thus 
does not allow unmanaged areas of a basin. Because some basin boundaries in 
Bulletin 118 may be based on outdated information or data or because there may 
be other practical justifications, SGMA includes a process for local agencies to 
periodically request that DWR revise the boundaries of existing basins and sub-
basins when appropriate. This change can be considered by DWR based on 
jurisdictional and/or scientific factors. It is important to note LAFCO does not have 
authority over the boundaries of GSAs. 
  
Determining the boundaries of GSAs can be a complicated process because of 
technical scientific issues, as well as competing interests of local agencies. DWR 
has prepared a Frequently Asked Questions document, which addresses, among 
other things, GSA formation and boundary issues. Below are several questions and 
answers from this document that may be of interest to LAFCOs: 
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• Which local agencies are eligible to be GSAs?  
 

Any local public agency that has water supply, water management, or land 
use responsibilities in a basin can decide to become a GSA. A single local 
agency can decide to become a GSA, or a combination of local agencies 
can decide to form a GSA by using either a joint powers authority (JPA), a 
memorandum of agreement (MOA), or other legal agreement. As discussed 
in this document, a local agency that submits a GSA formation notice to 
DWR will not become an exclusive GSA for the portion of a basin within its 
service area until the conditions of the Water Code are met. Water Code 
References: §10721, §10723, §10723.6, §10723.8, §10726.8   
 

• Can a local agency form a GSA for a portion of a basin located outside its 
service area boundaries?  
 
A local agency may make the decision to become a GSA for an entire basin, 
but that agency would not be the “exclusive” GSA for any portion of the 
basin beyond its service area boundaries. Furthermore, a local agency is not 
authorized to impose fees or regulatory requirements on activities outside 
the boundaries of the local agency. This regulatory limitation could make 
implementation of a basin’s groundwater sustainability program problematic 
and achievement of a basin’s sustainability goal unattainable. Because 
service area is not defined in SGMA, DWR will rely upon a local agency to 
define its service area in its GSA formation notice, which is part of Water 
Code §10723.8(a). Water Code References: §10723 et seq., §10726.8  

 
• If GSA overlap has not been resolved by June 30, 2017, will the county be 

presumed to be the GSA in the disputed area?  
 

No. Water Code §10724(a) states, in the event that there is an area within a 
high- or medium-priority basin that is not within the management area of a 
GSA, the county within which that unmanaged area lies will be presumed to 
be the GSA for that area. An “unmanaged area” as used in Water Code 
§10724(a) is an area of a basin that has not yet had (or will not have) a local 
agency file a GSA formation notice with DWR – or, it is an area of a basin 
that is not within the service area of another GSA-eligible local agency. 
Water Code §10724 does not give the county exclusive authority to be the 
GSA in a basin if other local agencies (possibly including the county) have 
also declared their intent to sustainably manage groundwater but have not 
yet resolved their service area overlap. 
    
In the unmanaged areas where the county is presumed to be the GSA 
because no other local agency has formed a GSA, the county must still 
follow the same public notification procedures described in §10723(b) and 
submit to DWR, prior to June 30, 2017, the information listed in §10723.8(a). 
Alternatively, the county can notify DWR in writing that it will not be the GSA 
for those unmanaged areas and those unmanaged areas shall be subject to  
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groundwater extraction reporting on July 1, 2017, in accordance with Part 
5.2 of Division 2 of the Water Code, and could be subject to State Board 
intervention. Water Code References: §1529.5, §5200 et seq., §10723 et 
seq., §10724 et seq., §10735.2 

 
In summary, the boundaries of GSAs generally are defined by both underlying 
groundwater basin boundaries and the jurisdictional boundaries of the public 
agency or agencies that form a GSA. The state can intervene if a portion of a basin 
is not covered by a GSA (and the county does not accept management 
responsibility). This means that the state could make regulatory decisions 
regarding that part of the basin.  The boundaries of a GSA are not subject to 
LAFCO approval or consideration. SGMA gives local agencies overlying a 
groundwater basin the authority to form GSAs for the purpose of managing the 
groundwater resources in their jurisdictions.  

LAFCO Role and Impacts 
 
SMGA does not provide LAFCO with a statutory role in the formation of GSAs. 
These agencies are formed by local agencies as defined by the Act. DWR has a 
limited role in reviewing the completeness of GSA formation notices, including 
ensuring that procedural requirements are met and establishing that GSAs do not 
attempt to govern overlapping areas of groundwater basins. The notification 
process involves submitting a notice of the decision to form a GSA to DWR, along 
with a map and description of the area to be managed. The notice to DWR must 
include the resolution or legal agreement forming the GSA.  
 
The power and authority provided by SMGA should be considered when local 
agencies decide to form GSAs. SMGA could provide groundwater management 
authority to agencies that do not currently have those powers. Also, it is somewhat 
unclear whether SMGA authorizes a GSA to manage a portion of a basin outside of 
a local agency’s jurisdictional boundaries. SGMA states that a GSA “shall be 
presumed to be the exclusive GSA within the area of the basin within the service 
area of the local agency that the local agency is managing as described in the 
notice.”  
 
Here are some of the possible ways SGMA might implicate LAFCO: 
 

• Sphere of Influence Amendments and Annexations to Existing 
Jurisdiction to Implement SGMA 

 
SGMA could trigger sphere of influence amendments and/or annexations to comply 
with the requirements of the Act. Groundwater basins often do not conform to 
jurisdictional boundaries. This could result in the Sphere of Influence (SOI) of a 
jurisdiction being expanded to include areas within the groundwater basin.  The 
SOI amendment could allow for the processing of outside user agreements or 
annexations to provide for groundwater management services. Annexations could 
include large areas that are currently outside a city or district jurisdictional 
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boundary. Arguably, LAFCOs can annex areas into a jurisdiction and limit the 
authority of the jurisdiction to just groundwater management/planning services.  
 

• Outside User Agreements to Extend Groundwater Management and 
Planning Services into Other Areas 

 
Outside user agreements (extraterritorial agreements) can be proposed as a way 
for a jurisdiction to provide groundwater management/planning services. The 
Outside User Agreement could conceivably be between the city or district and the 
county to provide these services to a particular part of the basin. It could also be 
that because these agreements are between government agencies they are found 
to be exempt from the requirement to obtain LAFCO approval as provided in 
Government Code Section 56133. This decision is currently at the discretion of 
individual LAFCOs based on the provisions found in Government Code Section 
56133. 
 

• Increased Inquiries Regarding the Formation of Water Districts 
 
SGMA has caused interest in possibly forming new public agencies. LAFCOs are 
responding to these inquiries around the state. In Bulletin 118, DWR lists twenty 
(20) different governing structures that may be able to manage a groundwater 
basin. The full list can be found in Table One. The following governing structures 
are most likely to be formed in more rural or agricultural areas: 
 

• County Flood Control and Water Conservation District  

• County Service Area 

• County Water District 

• Irrigation District 

• Water Conservation District 

• California Water District 

• Water Replenishment District 

In general, the process for forming a special district can be initiated either by 
petition of registered voters or landowners, or by a Resolution of Application by a 
government agency.  In the event of a formation initiated by petition, the petition 
needs to be completed and verified by the County Assessor’s or Clerk’s office 
before LAFCO can evaluate the application.  
 
The procedures for formation are found in the principal act of the particular type of 
special district to be formed. Principal acts are part of California state law that 
provide the legal structure for a special district. LAFCO would consider all written 
and oral testimony at a public hearing. Also, a staff report evaluating any proposal 
would be prepared for the Commission’s consideration.  
 
 



SMGA and LAFCOs                                                                          CALAFCO White Paper 

December 2016         Page 14 

• SGMA Legislatively Creates Groundwater Sustainability Agencies  
 
GSAs are created for the purpose of managing groundwater basins in California. 
GSAs have the authority to create a GSP and take actions to actively manage the 
groundwater basins in California. These are public agencies as defined in SGMA. 
Under SGMA, mutual and private water companies and Indian tribes may 
participate in a GSA. Their roles in a GSA may be established by the public 
agencies that form the GSA. The authority of a GSA under SGMA is outside of the 
authority of LAFCOs.  
 
Governing Body: The governing body, which is established by law to administer 
the operation of a special district, is initially composed of a multi-member elected 
board of directors. The number of directors elected is specified in the principal act 
or in some cases can be modified through the LAFCO process. For some special 
districts, the governing body is the Board of Supervisors of the County in which it is 
located. For example, the County Board of Supervisors is the governing body for 
Flood Control and Water Conservation Districts. 
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Table One 
Local agencies with authority to deliver water for beneficial uses,  
which may have authority to institute groundwater management 

 

Local Agency Authority 
Number of 

Entities as of 
2003 

   
Community Services District Gov. Code § 61000 et seq. 313 
   
County Sanitation District Health & Safety Code § 4700 et 

seq. 
91 

   
County Service Area Gov. Code § 25210.1 et seq. 897 
   
County Water Authority Water Code App. 45 30 
   
County Water District Water Code § 30000 et seq. 174 
   
County Waterworks District Water Code § 55000 et seq. 34 
   
Flood Control & Water Conservation 
District 

Water Code App. 38 39 

   
Irrigation District Water Code § 20500 et seq. 97 
   
Metropolitan Water District Water Code App. 109 1 
   
Municipal Utility District Pub. Util. Code § 11501 et seq. 5 
   
Municipal Water District Water Code § 71000 et seq. 40 
   
Public Utility District Pub. Util. Code § 15501 et seq. 54 
   
Reclamation District Water Code § 50000 et seq. 152 
   
Recreation & Park District Pub. Resources Code § 5780 et 

seq. 
110 

   
Resort Improvement District Pub. Resources Code § 13000 et 

seq. 
- 

   
Resource Conservation District Pub. Resources Code § 9001 et 

seq. 
99 

   
Water Conservation District Water Code App. 34; Wat. Code § 

74000 et seq. 
13 

   
California Water District Water Code § 34000 et seq. 141 
   
Water Replenishment District Water Code § 60000 et seq. 1 
   
Water Storage District Water Code § 39000 et seq. 8 
Source: Department of Water Resources Bulletin 118  
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Functions: The principal act of the particular special district identifies its powers 
and functions. LAFCO can limit or restrict the powers of a special district in two 
ways: (1) Identifying the active and latent powers of a newly formed special district 
and/or (2) By conditions of approval that identify the powers a special district may 
or may not perform. If active and latent powers are identified, the special district 
could carry out only those certain functions and would need to request activation of 
other functions from LAFCO at a later date. The process for activating a power 
requires LAFCO review pursuant to the Cortese-Knox-Hertzberg Act. Please note 
that the powers given to a GSA by SGMA are not subject to LAFCO approval. 
SGMA provides a GSA with a number of groundwater management tools. 
 

Summary 
 

For the first time, the Sustainable Groundwater Management Act (SGMA) 
empowers local agencies to adopt groundwater management plans that are 
designed to consider the resources and needs of their communities. Better 
groundwater management provides a buffer against drought and climate change, 
and helps make water supplies more reliable regardless of weather patterns. 
California depends on groundwater for a major portion of its annual water supply, 
and sustainable groundwater management is essential to a reliable and resilient 
water system. The California Department of Water Resources’ Groundwater 
website offers links and news from state, local and non-governmental agencies. 
 
The role of LAFCOs in implementing SGMA largely involves either annexation of 
areas to an existing jurisdiction that will provide for SGMA compliance or the 
formation of a new district to be part of a GSA.  Also, LAFCOs are positioned to 
help facilitate a discussion between agencies should the need arise. It is important 
to note that as SGMA is implemented, we may see an increase in annexations of 
areas that are not found in compliance with SGMA.  While only a few LAFCOs 
have been directly impacted by SGMA, it could be that future annexations are 
proposed to comply with the new law.  
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Sources 
 
California Department of Water Resources www.water.ca.gov/groundwater/sgm/  
 
California Department of Water Resources Bulletin 118, Update 2003 
http://www.water.ca.gov/groundwater/bulletin118/index.cfm 
 
California Department of Water Resources, Groundwater Sustainability Agencies 
Frequently Asked Questions, 2016-01-07 
http://water.ca.gov/groundwater/sgm/pdfs/DWR_GSA_FAQ_2016-01-07.pdf  
 
Know Your Options: A Guide to Forming Groundwater Sustainability Agencies: 
California Water Foundation, 2015 http://californiawaterfoundation.org/wp-
content/uploads/2015/09/CF_GSA_Guide_09.30.15_web.pdf  
 
The 2014 Sustainable Groundwater Management Act: A Handbook to 
Understanding and Implementing the Law, The Water Education Foundation, 2015 
http://groundwater.ucdavis.edu/files/208021.pdf  

 
The Water Education Foundation: http://www.watereducation.org/  
 
The Water Foundation Website: www.waterfoundation.net/  
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EXHIBIT A 
Groundwater Sustainability Agency - Model A 
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Groundwater Sustainability Agency - Model B 
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