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Ideas on the role of a new California Water Supply Reliability and Environmental Resources 
Investment Commission to manage future state investments in strategic water reliability and 

environmental resources. 
 
It is clear that pending decisions on investment of public funds in strategic new storage, 
conveyance, water recycling, urban storm water recovery, seawater and brackish water 
desalination, and conservation measures will require dispassionate, apolitical analysis, and 
innovative, balanced decision-making by seasoned thinkers used to considering a complex 
interaction of engineering, scientific and fiscal issues. This objectivity, and separation from short-
term political expediency, is even more critical in the midst of a national fiscal crisis and what 
appears to be long-term state budget and fiscal challenges. The R.E.A.L. Coalition proposes 
reform and invigoration of the existing California Water Commission (CWC), which would function 
as a council of wise men and women to make the apolitical decisions on how the public’s money 
will be spent to achieve measurable improvements in strategic water supply reliability, and 
environmental protection and enhancement, and to oversee those projects from funding through 
implementation to commencement of operation. The Commission should also have audit authority 
to review project operations and achievement of project water supply and environmental goals. The 
initial focus would be project specific selection, funding and implementation of Sacramento-San 
Joaquin Delta related water supply and  environmental restoration projects that are approved in 
compliance with CEQA, and if applicable, NEPA. 
 
The current package of “Water bills” address many aspects of Delta environmental recovery and 
governance, but do not address how the big decisions on the projects to solve the State’s  water 
reliability and environmental priorities will be made, funded or managed. The bills do not clearly 
suggest a certain path to make near-term project-level decisions on conveyance, storage, 
conservation, desalination, recycling and environmental enhancement, and to the extent those 
decisions remain, the Commission would also be empowered to make them as part of its funding 
decision. Our proposed solution is for new legislation to delegate the authority to make the project-
level investment choices to the existing CWC, as a reformed or reconstituted Water Supply 
Reliability and Environmental Resources Investment Commission. This Commission would then 
have ultimate authority to spend and invest state funds (including any water bond funds) in regional 
or state-level projects it selected, and to approve expenditures for the detail design, construction, 
and operation of any state water infrastructure funded by future bond monies or fees. Somewhat 
removed from the political “third rails” that face almost every specific project needed to address 
California’s water and environmental crises, the Commission could make the tough, but necessary 
and critical investment decisions to secure California’s water reliability and environmental stability. 
Having a trusted body empowered to make these tough decisions will help give ratepayers, 
feepayers and taxpayers confidence that monies appropriated would actually result in strategic 
water reliability and environmental benefits of statewide and long term significance. 
 
Similar to the California Transportation Commission, the California Water Commission would be 
empowered to receive proposals from and select those local or regional projects eligible to receive 
state bond funds. For those water projects that receive bond funds, including state agencies, the 
Commission would also be empowered to impose grant fund contractual conditions to further the 
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Delta co-equal goals of water supply and environmental protection, and to assure operational 
compliance with state and federal law, including rules and permit requirements issued by a host of 
regulatory agencies. The proposed CWSR&ER Investment Commission would not assume the 
regulatory responsibilities of those agencies at all, and would not add any new layers of regulatory 
bureaucracy. Rather, it would bring together the State’s interests in selecting and managing 
projects funded and prioritized by the State (consistent with the broad policies and directives of the 
Delta Legislation of 2009) to deliver real water reliability and environmental benefits, and further 
allow the State to speak with one voice in dealing with federal and other interests.  
 
We further believe that the granting of state water investment financial control to the reformed 
commission would help restore excellence and competitiveness to the process.  For example, 
DWR and other state agencies that traditionally implement projects within their sphere of authority 
would compete to design and build major state infrastructure projects they propose, and apply to 
the Commission for financing.  Existing regional water agencies, or consortiums formed among 
them, could also apply to build, finance or operate any new components of the water system 
financed by the Commission. As such, the ultimate consumer (state taxpayers and ratepayers) 
would take advantage of efficiencies and competition, and would end up paying less for a higher 
degree of benefits. In a world of limited resources, this leaves more funds available for 
environmental recovery and needed complimentary infrastructure. 
 
To the extent that the Legislature retains some overall expenditure authority over Commission 
investment decisions, that oversight should be limited to an “up or down” vote on the package of 
Commission investments (similar to Congressional oversight of the Base Reuse and Closure 
Commission). This would thwart attempts by the Legislature to cherry-pick or eliminate specific 
elements of the plan based on political expediency. 
 
Appointments and Staffing to the Commission 

The Commission’s seven or nine appointees would be made in a fashion agreed upon by the 
Legislature and Governor, but whatever mechanism is used, there should be agreement among the 
appointing and confirming authorities that apolitical people, seasoned in making multi-parameter 
technical and financial decisions in controversial environments should populate the Commission. 
There should be a majority of “outsiders” on the Commission, who do not have pre-conceived 
views on what projects should be approved and built prior to thorough review and vetting of the 
analyses on each, and who do not represent the vested interests of any one group over another. 
The Commissioners should not receive salaries. While investment priorities to deliver maximum 
water reliability and environmental benefits would be selected, this Commission should not be a 
place where State policy on water rights and other controversial legalisms are debated or changed. 
Rather, this body will bring wise informed investment decisions to effectively and expeditiously 
implement established State policies. 
 
The Commission should be initiated with staffing “borrowed” from existing state agencies, as 
needed, until funding is established by the State through new fee authority and/or approved 
general obligation or revenue bonds. A major funding package with a mix of beneficiaries (broader 
than just water users) and public financing would then provide continued funding for the 
Commission to complete its work. 
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Summary  

Tens of millions of dollars of studies are culminating in 2010 with data that could be used to begin 
to solve the state’s water and environmental crises. A clear and decisive decision-making system 
needs to be in-place to integrate that information and make reasoned apolitical investment 
decisions (supported by the data and analyses, not by preconception or special interest) that will be 
trusted by the public and the major state’s stakeholders and therefore could be carried to fruition. 
The proposed water bill package of August 2009 includes some good thinking on a host of issues, 
but does not include the needed governance or funding structure to assure selection, design and 
construction of actual projects on the ground needed to fix the most pressing state water and 
environmental problems. We believe a new California Water Supply Reliabilty and Environmental 
Restoration Investment Commission, if properly conceived and established, could do just that.  
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