
SUSTAINABLE GROUNDWATER MANAGEMENT ACT 

 
Groundwater Rights 

Over the last year, GSAs have been formed and 
have been meeting regularly. The sheer gravity of 
implementing this law can be overwhelming. There 
are thousands of owners, managers, parcels, wells, 
conveyance systems, crop types, surface water 
rights, irrigation systems, geological conditions, and 
other factors that need to be considered in develop-
ing a Plan. Most GSAs need to propose a Plan to 
the SWRCB by January 2020.  Many are now estab-
lishing goals based on historical water levels, current 
water levels, or future groundwater levels.   

Numerous GSAs are taking on a broad scale man-
agement approach to these water levels and effec-
tively defining sustainability plans with a mass bal-
ance of water within the agency’s geographical area.  
For the yearly balancing, GSAs are accounting all 
the water that is brought into their geographical area 
through rainfall, surface water deliveries, and 
groundwater inflow. The preliminary accounting of 
water, without surface water deliveries, shows a 
frighteningly low amount of water, often less than 1-
acre foot per year.   

Groundwater Use 

GSAs are also developing different ways to account for water being extracted from the groundwater. Agencies are developing a 
water-use accounting system based on the evapotranspiration of the crop. Under the evapotranspiration models, both dairy facil-
ities and processing facilities need to speak up and show how there is no evapotranspiration “water use” and inform each GSA 
how the water is recycled and used for crop production. Under these GSAs, each land owner would ultimately be charged for the 
water they use based on the crop-use measure from interval satellite imagery throughout the year.  Other agencies are consid-
ering the monitoring of groundwater wells, with numerous technologies to quantify the amount of water pumped from the ground-
water. While there are overarching regulations that each GSA must follow, each must address the different dynamics within their 
geographical area.   

The Background 
The Sustainable Groundwater Management Act (SGMA) was signed into law in 2014 and will be one of the most significant piec-
es of legislation to affect agriculture in this generation. This law effectively charges local government agencies called, Groundwa-
ter Sustainability Agencies (GSAs), to create and implement Groundwater Sustainability Plan(s) (GSP, henceforth referred to as 
Plan). In leu of the adjudication of groundwater rights where a judge determines the use of groundwater, the newly formed GSA 
will develop and implement groundwater use polices with a clear charge for “Groundwater Sustainability”.  

While sustainability is to be defined by each local GSA, the State Water Resource Control Board (SWRCB) has oversight of 
each GSA and the ability to implement a Plan, which would effectively adjudicate groundwater. Collaboration between each local 
groundwater basins, or GSA, will become critical as neighboring GSAs and property owners will affect each other. 



NEXT STEPS! 
There are number of key points we encourage our producers to consider as these laws are implemented: 

• Engage the process. 

 Attend GSA meetings, speak to neighbors or board members, seek professional counsel. 

• Understand your Groundwater Sustainability Plan (GSP): 

 Know your GSP and the rules that will be derived from the Plan. 

 Who serves on the GSA? Who have they contracted with to complete the technical studies? 

 If the GSA is accounting for water use through evapotranspiration, clarify that there is no water use on your non-
cropped land, roadway, yards or facilities. 

• Record your water use. 

 Know what crops you have grown, how many acres, yield history, water use history. 

 Innovative Ag Services provides water use monitoring services that tracks all water deliveries to a management unit. 
Contact us to see how we can help with recording your water use. 

• Record your water deliveries. 

 Save your water delivery records from irrigation district or other appropriative water rights. 

 Install and maintain a weather station to record your site-specific rainfall totals. 

 If you receive water from a US waterway that is not recorded by an irrigation district, report this use or diversion with 
the SWRCB. (Innovative Ag Services can help you establish a Water Right ID and report your water use/diversion with 
SWRCB). 

• Improve your water inflows and distribution. 

 Invest in surface water rights, improve turn-outs, acquire access to water conveyance, and/or install distributions sys-
tems. 

• Improve your ability to ‘bank’ water. 

 Have land available to receive water during common excess periods. 

 Develop on-farm water storage for surface water. 

• Improve your water use efficiency. 

 Control weeds. 

 Improve your distribution uniformity. 

 Improve your application timing and rates to match crop use. 

 Improve your soils (water holding capacity, salt content, etc.). 

• Confined Animal Feeding Operation (CAFO) facilities may need to export more nutrients with limited water/crops. 

 Maximize water recycling from CAFO facility. 

 Nutrient and solid separation from wastewater. 

 Improved Nutrient Use Efficiency. 

• Encourage sustainability of your business and land value as a parameter of a sustainable groundwater plan. 

• Evaluate and value your operation more on a per acre-foot basis and less on a per acre basis.  Water will be the limiting 
factor, not acres. 


