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Figure 1: Location of groundwater

Groundwater Concepts

Source: USGS
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Figure 2: Groundwater and stream interactions

Groundwater Concepts

Source: USGS Circular 1139
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Groundwater Concepts

Figure 3: Pumping effects on groundwater and streams

Source: USGS Circular 1139
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Source: 
DWR Bulletin 118

Humboldt County
Designated Alluvial 
Groundwater Basins 

and Sub-basins

Groundwater uses:
- Irrigation
- Public supply
- Industrial
- Residential

Excessive use can cause 
undesirable results:
- Overdraft
- Failed wells
- Deteriorated water quality
- Environmental damage
- Land subsidence
- Saltwater intrusion 7



Northern Humboldt Co.
Designated Alluvial 
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Southern Humboldt Co.
Designated Alluvial 

Groundwater Basins and 
Sub-basins



Northern California
Ranking of Groundwater 

Basin Importance

Source: 
DWR Bulletin 118
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Humboldt County
Basin Prioritization Ranking

Source: 
DWR Bulletin 118

Criteria: 
Eight factors including 
irrigated acreage and reliance 
as primary water source
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Change in Groundwater Levels – Spring 2013 to Spring 2014

Source: 
Public Update for Drought Response 
(DWR, Nov. 2014)
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Estimated Potential for Land Subsidence

Source: 
Public Update for Drought Response 
(DWR, Nov. 2014)
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Eel River Valley Groundwater Basin
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DWR Monitoring Wells in Eel River Basin
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Well near Waddington Road, Eel River Valley
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Well near Waddington Road, Eel River Valley

DROUGHT
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Well near Waddington Road, Eel River Valley

DROUGHT
DROUGHT DROUGHT
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Well near Dillon Road, Eel River Valley
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Well near Cannibal Island Road, Eel River Valley
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Well near Mad River Road, Mad River Valley
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Example of overdraft:
Well near Rohnert Park in Santa Rosa Plain Watershed
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1970: 75 feet

Example of overdraft:
Well near Rohnert Park in Santa Rosa Plain Watershed
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1970: 75 feet

1990: 45 feet

Example of overdraft:
Well near Rohnert Park in Santa Rosa Plain Watershed
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1970: 75 feet

1990: 45 feet

Example of overdraft:
Well near Rohnert Park in Santa Rosa Plain Watershed

2003: shift toward greater 
use of surface water
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1959
Technical report entitled “Geology and Ground-Water Features of the Eureka Area, Humboldt 
County, California” published by U.S. Geologic Survey in cooperation with California 
Department of Water Resources (DWR)

1975 “Bulletin 118 - California’s Groundwater” published by DWR (updated 2003)

2009 California Statewide Groundwater Elevation Monitoring (CASGEM) program created

Groundwater-related Events 
Relevant to Humboldt County
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2014

Jan Governor declared a statewide drought emergency

June

DWR issues final prioritization for alluvial basins (High, Medium, Low, Very Low)

Eel River Valley Basin is only medium-priority basin in Humboldt County (no high-
priority basins)

July County of Humboldt designated as CASGEM monitoring entity for the county

Sept. Governor signed three bills forming the Sustainable Groundwater Management Act

Nov. Voters passed Proposition 1 - Water Quality, Supply, and Infrastructure Improvement 
Act of 2014 ($7.12 water bond)

2014 Actions
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Sustainable Groundwater 

Management Act
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New Addition to State Water Policy:

Water Code Section 113
It is the policy of the state that groundwater resources be 
managed sustainably for long-term reliability and multiple 
economic, social, and environmental benefits for current 
and future beneficial uses. Sustainable groundwater 
management is best achieved locally through the 
development, implementation, and updating of plans and 
programs based on the best available science.
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Key Aspects of Sustainable Groundwater Management Act
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1. Organized around designated alluvial groundwater basins and their 
prioritization rankings

Key Aspects of Sustainable Groundwater Management Act
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Source: 
DWR Bulletin 118

Humboldt County
Designated Alluvial 
Groundwater Basins 

and Sub-basins
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1. Organized around designated alluvial groundwater basins and their 
prioritization rankings

2. Requires groundwater sustainability plans for high- and medium-
priority basins

Key Aspects of Sustainable Groundwater Management Act
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Humboldt County
Basin Prioritization Ranking

Source: 
DWR Bulletin 118

Criteria: 
Eight factors including 
irrigated acreage and reliance 
as primary water source
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1. Organized around designated alluvial groundwater basins and their 
prioritization rankings

2. Requires groundwater sustainability plans for high- and medium-
priority basins

3. Requires formation of local groundwater sustainability agencies

4. Overall goal is to operate within sustainable yield: maximum 
quantity of water that can be withdrawn annually without causing 
an undesirable result

5. Undesirable results include:

Key Aspects of Sustainable Groundwater Management Act

• Lowering of groundwater levels and depletion of supply
• Reduction of groundwater storage
• Seawater intrusion
• Degraded water quality
• Subsidence
• Depletions of interconnected surface waters with adverse impacts on beneficial 

uses of the surface water 46



Key Aspects of Sustainable Groundwater Management Act
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6. Groundwater sustainability agencies will have powers and 
authorities, which they may elect to exercise:

Key Aspects of Sustainable Groundwater Management Act
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• Registration
• Fees
• Inspections
• Measuring devices
(not de minimis extractors) 

• Spacing
• Control extractions (regulate/limit/suspend)
• Reporting
• Enforcement
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6. Groundwater sustainability agencies will have powers and 
authorities, which they may elect to exercise:

Key Aspects of Sustainable Groundwater Management Act

• Registration
• Fees
• Inspections
• Measuring devices
(not de minimis extractors) 

• Spacing
• Control extractions (regulate/limit/suspend)
• Reporting
• Enforcement

7. Groundwater sustainability plans require:
• Advisory committee and maintenance of interested persons list
• Description of the basin
• Measurable objectives to achieve the sustainability goal
• Implementation measures (monitoring and management components, as 

applicable)

8. Groundwater plans will not establish or determine groundwater 
rights, but will govern how those rights are exercised

9. State can intervene if local agency is not managing its 
groundwater sustainably or not complying with the Act 52



General Timeline for Sustainable Groundwater Management Act

State Local
Late 2015/
Early 2016

Funding program for local agencies to 
develop groundwater plans (from Prop. 1)

2016 June 1: DWR to adopt regulations for 
implementing program

2017 DWR to publish Bulletin 118 – Interim 
Update (boundaries, prioritization)

Jan. 1: Due date for “alternative submittals”
June 30: Groundwater sustainability 
agencies established for all high- and 
medium-priority basins

2018

2019

2020

2021

2022 Jan 31: Groundwater sustainability plans 
adopted for high- and medium-priority 
basins not in critical overdraft

2042 Achieve sustainability goal
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1. Limited applicability – initially only Eel River Valley

Analysis Summary
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1. Limited applicability – initially only Eel River Valley

2. Local control – with state oversight, ability to intervene

3. Discretionary powers and authorities

4. Existing data and information gaps for Eel River Valley
– Recharge rates, aggregate pumping rates, surface water interactions

– Sustainable yield, undesirable results

5. Local cost burden to implement legislation

6. Reasonable timeline:
– Determine groundwater sustainability agency by June 30, 2017

– Adopt groundwater sustainability plan by January 31, 2022

– Achieve sustainability goals by 2042

Analysis Summary
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1. Who are the stakeholders? How should stakeholders be engaged?

Scoping Questions
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5. Who should be the groundwater sustainability agency?

6. What should be the roles of the County departments? How will 
groundwater management integrate with existing functions?

7. How will groundwater management be funded?

Scoping Questions
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Staff Recommendations to Board
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1. Provide initial guidance on the County’s response to the 
Sustainable Groundwater Management Act (department roles, 
funding, engaging with stakeholders)

2. Direct Public Works to convene a workshop for stakeholders in 
April 2015 and return to the Board with a summary of stakeholder 
feedback

3. Authorize staff to apply for Prop. 1 funds (likely early 2016)

Staff Recommendations to Board
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