
 

 

 
 
 
Restore the Delta’s Response to Metropolitan Water District White Paper #1: What 
are the real costs for MWD member agencies? 

  
1. The history of the peripheral canal has been completely expunged by MWD. Table 1 

actually skips over 30 years of history during which the California Legislature loaded a 
canal proposal with environmental policies that both Governor Jerry Brown, and 
California Fish and Game biologists wanted to protect fish and north state rivers. That 
project was voted down by California voters 63% to 37%, even though it was two-thirds 
larger, a lot cheaper, and water was projected to be more plentiful. 

 

2. Presently, MWD as an importer of water from the Delta ignores in this paper that it must 
obey mandates in the Delta Reform Act to achieve the coequal goals of water supply 
reliability  AND reducing reliance on the Delta to meet its future water needs. The white 
paper assumes the Tunnels project is justified, and there is no need to address these 
policy mandates. The Delta Reform Act of 2009 does not exist for this white paper. 
USGS estimates a 38% reduction in runoff into the Delta watershed over the next 40 
years. Spending billions on a project to take more water from a declining watershed that 
the law required to be used less does not make financial or environmental sense. 
 

3. MWD’s white paper acknowledges that there would be a waste of water associated with 
the Tunnels design and operation. On page 24, MWD provides some calculations 
showing minimal seepage from external groundwater into the tunnels (about 1/10 of a 
percent of a 2.4 million acre-foot annual estimate); however, this passage also 
acknowledges that there could be leakage from the tunnels as well. Even MWD does not 
expect the tunnels to be water-tight as a water tunnel project. As a policy matter, this is 
an acknowledgement of water waste and could be a problem during dry and drought 
years, presenting a risk for litigation in the future. In practical terms, constant leakage 
could have negative impacts under Delta levees and soils for neighboring properties 
leading to public safety issues, and could be an even more problematic cause for future 
litigation. 

 
4. While construction is the focus of this white paper, the authors cite benefits of the project 

that are related to operations (supposedly the subject of the second white paper in the 
series). Pages 7 through 9 single out isolated deliveries, operational flexibility and 
efficiency, fish screens (still missing from the south Delta pumping plants and 
experimental in design for the new intakes). They tout “other environmental 
considerations” which do not reflect the construction effects of actually building the 
tunnels such as, “water supply reliability” (again, an operational benefit), and 
“emergency preparedness” (also an operational benefit). They leave out the construction 
impacts and costs imposed on Delta fish, ecosystems, and wildlife, as well as air quality, 
transportation, economics, housing, drinking water, and community life that will be part 
of 13 to 14 years of construction activity in the zone of the Tunnels’ alignment. In short, 
most of the benefits cited on behalf of building the project do not result from the 
construction period of the project, but are more related to its operational period of, say, 
50 years. MWD cannot risk mixing apples with oranges to market the project to perhaps 
skeptical member agency officials. We will comment on operational benefits after MWD 
produces the second white paper. 



 

 

5. MWD’s construction cost figure is $1.4 billion lower than Conservation Measure 1 cited 
in BDCP because operation costs are not included in the MWD number; however, there 
are pressing, uncertain construction cost matters that should make MWD member 
officials skeptical. The white paper’s findings that the Tunnels would be constructed well 
under peat soils is based on some 240 geotechnical borings and other studies 
conducted to date. However, MWD acknowledges that another 2,000 more geotechnical 
investigations must be completed to gain a clear picture of what’s under the surface. It 
will take a few years to complete these geotechnical studies, analyze the results, and 
translate the findings into management decisions controlling cost and risk. 
 
Consequently, when the authors state in the white paper’s conclusion on page 29, “For 
California WaterFix, the key risk areas have been identified, and tools to mitigate these 
risks have been incorporated into the project’s risk management process,” the authors 
are NOT saying that they have definitively controlled cost risk. Such a statement cannot 
be made because costs may increase as they learn more about how to adequately 
manage logistical and construction risk. They are saying only, “don’t worry, we’re doing 
what we can to take all risks into account as we do more geotechnical work.”  In short, 
MWD continues to sell their “adaptive management” strategy as a proactive approach in 
order to secure funding before completing approximately 88% of the remaining 
geotechnical research needed to understand the full scope of the tunnels’ construction 
cost risks.  

 
6. The Central Coast Water Authority (consisting of many wealthy cities in Santa Barbara 

County) is cited as an example of a JPA approach that was successful at developing a 
pipeline and treatment plant associated with extension of the Coastal Branch of the 
California Aqueduct to Santa Barbara area. We could not think of a worse example to 
justify moving ahead with construction of the Delta tunnels. Carolee Krieger and Tom 
Stokely of the California Water Impact Network studied this project in 2012.  According 
to C-WIN, the project suffered steep cost overruns, ran well over schedule, and today is 
barely used by several of the member agencies because it does not supply water from 
the State Water Project during droughts. https://c-win.org/c-win-the-coastal-branch-a-
cautionary-tale/ 

 
In short, construction risks and costs are deemphasized by MWD to help skeptical decision 
makers decide to fund the project. Water districts need to understand that a yes vote to fund the 
proposal issues a multi-generational commitment to a project situated in a watershed that will 
decline with climate change. 
 
The white paper downplays the risks of having members join the JPA. A declining watershed 
with unidentified costs is a recipe for disputes that might quickly wear out the “dispute resolution 
process.” MWD skirts the issue of how water agencies would become members of the JPA. The 
White Paper does not acknowledge directly that a positive funding decision by an agency would 
mean they would need to join the JPA to have a voice in how their funding is handled for 
construction and operations. The JPA “public education” function would “initiate, coordinate, 
monitor and report on local public outreach and support DWR’s public affairs office on program 
related matters” but is quite unclear on what is included in “local” outreach, as well as silent on 
the matter that this project will have statewide consequences.  
 
In conclusion, there are unanswered questions around “step-up” provisions in contracts for 
Tunnels service and financing; for example, when any agency opts out of receiving Tunnels 
water, all remaining agencies must commit by contract term to take up the financial and 
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institutional slack left by the departing agency. There are even more serious questions around 
“take-or-pay” provisions in Tunnels-related contracts that would require any participating agency 
to fund their portion of the Tunnels regardless of whether they took water from it or not in any 
given year. In increasing drought years, this would require some agencies to pay for a system 
from which they would get little or no water. 
 


