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Petaluma Valley Groundwater Sustainability Agency 
Community Meeting Summary 

March 30, 2022 

1. Meeting Agenda and Purpose
Sam Magill, Facilitator, opened the meeting announcing the purpose of the gathering was two-fold: 
1) introduce the Petaluma Valley Groundwater Sustainability Plan, and 2) receive feedback on the rate and 
fee study options. Magill gave a brief overview of the agenda and introduced David Rabbitt, Sonoma County 
Supervisor and Petaluma Valley GSA Chair, who provided opening remarks.

2. Welcome and Background
David Rabbit welcomed the group and thanked everyone for joining the meeting to help protect our 
groundwater basin as we face ongoing climate change. Groundwater is the only drinking water source for 
thousands of people in Petaluma Valley.  

In 2014, the state of California passed the Sustainable Groundwater Management Act (SGMA), a statewide 
framework to help protect groundwater resources over the long-term. There are three basins in Sonoma 
County that need to comply with SGMA: Santa Rosa Plain, Petaluma Valley and Sonoma Valley, all of which 
must be managed locally. The Groundwater Sustainability Agencies were created in 2017.  

Local management is currently identifying, monitoring, and fixing existing groundwater problems that are 
caused by pumping groundwater. An example of what this means, can be found in the Drought Emergency 
Executive Order that was issued by Governor Newsom on Monday, March 28. Order Number 9 of that 
emergency order requires the Groundwater Sustainability Agency to provide written approval for nearly all 
larger well permit applications. Effective immediately, county permitting must get approval from the GSA 
before a well permit can be issued for any wells, except public water supply wells and residential wells that 
pump less than two acre-feet annually.  

The county, cities, towns, and special districts have supported the GSA for the first five years. In total, local 
agencies have paid more than $1.5 million to support this GSA, and this has been matched by state grants 
and technical assistance of about $2.2 million.   

Today, we will discuss the options being considered to pay for running the Agency and implementing the 
Groundwater Sustainability Plan (GSP). 

3. Groundwater Basin Conditions, Projects, and Budget
Marcus Trotta, Sonoma Water Principal Hydrogeologist, shared information regarding the GSP, which is 
available online. The GSP was adopted in December 2021, following more than 50 public meetings and input 
from the GSA Board and a diverse, stakeholder-based Advisory Committee. 
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Section 3 of the Plan describes the status of six key sustainability indicators: 

1. Groundwater Quality – Highly variable in Petaluma Valley basin but, overall, is generally
acceptable for most uses, while there are some areas that do have water quality problems. These
are generally localized and related to either historical land uses or local geologic conditions.
Groundwater quality is measured by looking at three different constituents of concern that are
either naturally occurring or the result of human activities: arsenic, nitrates, and salts.

2. Land Surface Subsidence – Evaluated whether it’s occurring, the cause, and whether it is
permanent or inelastic. There is no evidence of inelastic land subsidence due to groundwater
pumping.

3. Interconnected Surface Water – Data is limited on the effect of groundwater pumping on stream
flows, it will be important to gain more information as we move forward.

4. Seawater Intrusion – We also have limited information regarding how and if sea water is
migrating inland into the basin from the Baylands area.

5. Groundwater Storage – The overall amount of groundwater storage has been relatively stable,
just a slight decrease because of the dryer conditions.

6. Groundwater Levels – Generally stable in most areas, however, there are some wells along the
northeastern hills of the basin and northern basin boundary where we see some declining trends
that have been occurring over the past five to 15 years.

Section 4 of the Plan sets thresholds and objectives for each of the five key sustainability indicators. 

Section 6 includes projects and actions needed to address current and future problems such as water use 
efficiency and alternative water source projects for rural resident, commercial and industrial users, and 
agriculture. Other projects and actions include aquifer storage and recovery (ASR), storm water capture 
and on-farm capture and low-impact development, and policy options including discretionary review of 
well permits, Farm Plan Coordination, and well metering for non-residential pumpers. 

4. Fee and Rate Study Update and Next Steps
Jerry Bradshaw, SCI Consulting Group, gave an update on funding sources, groundwater pumping data, 
costs, and preliminary options and rates associated with the options. 

Funding sources are broken down into three groups: 1) grants from the state, 2) GSA members (water 
agencies, cities, and towns), and 3) groundwater users (directly benefiting from pumping and/or spreading 
costs across all properties). 

Rate classes include: 
Municipal and other public service providers 
Agriculture and other irrigation 
Rural residential 
Commercial 
Urban wells 

Rate category breakdown: 
Municipal and other public systems (approximately 10% of water pumped) 
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Ag, turf (approximately 66% of water pumped) 
Rural residential (approximately 17% of water pumped) 
Commercial and Urban irrigation (approximately 6% of water pumped) 

The fee based on groundwater pumped is calculated by dividing the average annual cost of implementing 
the GSP by the average annual amount of groundwater pumped in the basin. If the budget assumes that the 
GSA will receive grant funding, the fee would be $230 per acre foot of groundwater pumped. If it’s assumed 
that no grant funding is received, the fee would be $400 per acre foot. The fee study assumes that rural 
residents (with no commercial water use) use 0.5 acre-feet of water annually. So, rural residents would pay 
$115-$200 annually. 

Alternative funding options include: 

A wellhead fee, which would be between $480 to $850 per parcel annually, and which has the disadvantage 
of not distinguishing between commercial wells and residential wells; 
A parcel tax, which would be levied on all parcels in the basin (not just groundwater users). The parcel tax 
would be $28-$55 per parcel, but requires to be placed on the ballot and 2/3 voter approval; 
A benefit assessment approach, which would be a $55 to $96 fee on all property owners in the basin, based 
on the benefit received from groundwater as a resource. 

Next steps include discussing community feedback with the GSA Board in April and asking the Board to 
narrow the available options; one additional community meeting; a meeting with the Advisory Committee; 
and potentially approving rates and fee in May or June. 

5. Closing Remarks
David Rabbitt thanked everyone for attending the meeting. Please continue to remain involved. Your 
feedback on the fee study is much appreciated, we will be discussing it at our next Board meeting in April 
and you are invited to attend.  

Again, if you are interested in reading the GSP which has been submitted to the state, it is on our website. 
We look forward to seeing you later in April. Thank you again for attending, this is not your last opportunity 
to stay informed. 

For more information on the GSA and its Groundwater Sustainability Plan required by the Sustainable 
Management Groundwater Act, please visit https://petalumavalleygroundwater.org/. 

For more information on the Petaluma Valley Groundwater Sustainability Plan, please visit 
https://petalumavalleygroundwater.org/gsp/. 

Attachments: 
1. Questions and Answers / Comments
2. List of Attendees
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Petaluma Valley 03.30.22 Community Meeting 
Questions and Answers / Comments 

 

 
1. Erik Griswold 

This fee seems like the Fire Prevention Fee, which was deemed to be an illegal tax in violation of 
Prop 13, how is this any different?  

This is different in that SGMA specifically provides powers for these agencies to put fees in 
place. Of course, they still need to comply with the Constitution, primarily Prop 26. 

 
2. Craig P Jacobsen  

Are the per parcel fees annual fees? 
Yes, the per parcel fees are annual fees.  
 

3. Erik Griswold  
This seems like a property tax requiring a 2/3 assembly vote. 

Yes, the parcel tax requires 2/3 majority of the voter, the parcel assessment is just 50% of the 
actual parcel owners. 

 
4. Herb Roche   

When you use parcel fee Is that only on parcels with active wells or all parcels? 
A parcel tax or a benefit assessment would be levied on all parcels in the basin (not just parcels 
with wells). 

 
5. Erik Griswold 

Municipal and private water companies utilize water wells to supply water to their paying customers, 
will they also be taxed on the water they pump?  

If the GSA implements a fee based on groundwater pumping, the City of Petaluma, municipal 
and private water companies would pay a fee based on groundwater pumped.  
 

6. Beverly Petrovic 
Basin doesn’t include City of Petaluma?  
 Yes, most of the City of Petaluma is within the basin. 
 

7. Gino Medeiros 
Does the basin include Penngrove?  

Yes, much of the Penngrove area is in the basin. You can check for an address by going to 
https://gis.water.ca.gov/app/bp-dashboard/final/ and typing your address in the ""search"" bar 
in the box at the top left of your screen. 
 

8. Craig P Jacobsen 
Will there be a credit to the parcels doing recharge? 

Should the GSA Board select a regulatory fee that is based on estimated or metered extraction, 
the GSA could also consider crediting users for implementing recharge projects that benefit the 
basin. The recharge conducted by landowners would need to be determined to provide benefits 
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to the GSA that can be quantified, and additional localized information would need to be 
gathered to determine this, such as the ability for recharge to occur and whether it would reach 
the underlying aquifer or benefit streamflows. 

An example pilot program for “Recharge-net metering” has been underway on the Central Coast 
in the Pajaro Valley for several years where farmers have built and maintained recharge facilities 
on their properties and receive a credit for the recharge they contribute annually, as measured 
by a 3rd party certifier to document benefits to the basin. Information on the program can be 
found here - https://www.law.berkeley.edu/research/clee/research/wheeler/renem/. 

9. Beverly Petrovic
Would all people even city residents also pay the additional fee not just rural residents? 

Under the extraction-based fee methodology, the City of Petaluma would be charged the fee 
based on the amount of groundwater they pump. This fee would likely be passed from the City, 
to city residents, in their water bills. 

10. Maryse Suppiger
What is the annual overdraft for the entire basin? 

The change in storage can be found in Section 3 of the Groundwater Sustainability Plan. Figure 
3-31 provides a good summary. The mean change in storage between 2012 and 2018 was -100
AFY. https://petalumavalleygroundwater.org/wp-content/uploads/Section-03_Basin-
Setting_PV_GSV_Final_508.pdf.

11. Beverly Petrovic
For new permit applications who have potential high water-usage if deemed nonessential, will those be 
placed on hold?  

Until earlier this week, I would say no, the SGMA legislation and regulations have a clear 
separation between the Groundwater Sustainability Agency authorities and land use agency 
authorities, so the GSA does not have land use authorities. Nor does it have well permitting 
authorities – those remain with the county or cities that have authorities. SGMA requires that 
the GSA coordinate and share information with those agencies to inform their land use planning 
decisions. As Chair Rabbitt noted, the governor's recent Drought Executive Order includes a 
requirement that the well permitting agencies get written approval from Groundwater 
Sustainability Agencies for any proposed well permit basins, excluding de minimis users and 
public water supply wells. 

12. Gino Medeiros
So, you want to charge us to use our own water, that we paid heavily for, you won’t maintain them, or 
offer credits?  Ya, unfair tax. This expense should be passed on to HEAVY agriculture use, not to 
individual homeowners.  

13. Beverly Petrovic
Who would have oversight and responsibility over this department, that it’s effective and 
productive….and over time? 

The Agency is a joint powers authority. It was formed with the City of Petaluma, the county of 
Sonoma, Sonoma Water, the Sonoma Resource Conservation District and North Bay Water 
District coming together. The rules and regulations around the joint powers authority and how 
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the agency is governed and structured, is posted online. We have a lot of different policies that 
the Board has approved regarding spending and purchasing and all budgets. The GSA Board, 
which is chaired by Supervisor Rabbitt, has the ultimate authority over the GSA. 

14. Phil Heiman
Do the member public agencies have a formula for the money they contribute to the GSA and if so, what 
is it? 

Good question. The original formula was included in the JPA (for the first fiscal years). The 
formula was changed in 2018 and the amount varies annually, but generally it is as follows: 
Sonoma Water, $125,000; North Bay Water District and Sonoma RCD, $10,000 each; City of 
Petaluma and the County split the rest of the costs based on a formula. 

15. Geralyn Fessler
We have one cow and a couple of steers and chickens. Are we considered agriculture or rural 
residential? We in no way use as much water as a vineyard. 

It depends on the County assessor's use code for your property. If you don't have irrigated crops 
grown on your property you shouldn't get charged any of the crop-specific rates under the 
extraction-based methodology. 

16. Gino Medeiros
Am I hearing this right? Basically, you are going to “guess” or “estimate” usage? 

The estimates are based on a lot of information about water use for various categories of users. 

17. Erik Griswold
For these fees on our wells, is it envisioned that the bill be sent by GSA, Sonoma County assessor’s 
office, or state government? 

The assessor's office will likely collect the fee, but the fee will be levied by the GSA. 

18. Beverly Petrovic
Rural residential: We do not use nearly 446 gallons per day for 1/2 acre. 

It’s assumed that people who use groundwater for their home, landscaping, and garden use – 
use on average – about ½ an acre foot of water per parcel annually (about 466 gallons per day). 
While it is recognized that there is a very wide variety of development, water use practices and 
conservation on rural residential properties, the estimate of an average of 0.5 acre-feet per year 
is consistent with metered data reported from mutual water systems within Sonoma County 
which are in more rural and unincorporated settings more similar to rural residential properties. 
Without metering of wells, this is our best available information. 

19. Gino Medeiros
Does the county have plans to limit cannabis growing? That is a major issue. 

The GSA doesn’t have the authority to limit land use, like new cannabis development. Land use 
is decided by the county and the cities, who have representatives on the GSA Board and 
Advisory Committee. These representatives can help carry information about groundwater 
concerns back to their boards and councils. In addition, SGMA requires land-use agencies to 
consider groundwater resources and the new groundwater plans when they make development 
decisions. 

20. Phil Heiman
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A follow-up question about the agency funding: was the funding just broken down in broad strokes, or 
was there a calculation based on the amount of ground water each agency uses, or customers served (in 
either population numbers or services attached to the system)?  

Good question. The JPA is a combination of water suppliers (pumpers, the City and Sonoma 
County Water Agency) and agencies that have land management or water resource 
management responsibility, but don't pump or deliver water (the County, the Resource 
Conservation District, and the North Bay Water District), so the contributions from member 
agencies were based more on financial capacity. 

21. Gino Medeiros
So, again, I ask: Why is this cost not being passed on to the cannabis growers, vineyards, dairies, etc.?  
Estimating” does not give anyone a real incentive to conserve. Also, is this PER PROPERTY or PER WELL? 
Many of us have more than one well. 

Cannabis growers, vineyards and dairies would be charged a fee under the extraction-based fee 
methodology. Jerry Bradshaw presented different options that include per parcel, per well and 
per acre-foot options. The actual approach will be selected by the GSA Board after gathering 
input through public meetings and considering other funding source options. 

22. Sara Malone
Are we the first community in CA or our area to consider implementing this kind of program? 

There are more than 100 GSAs in the state, and many of them are going through the same 
discussions. Locally, Sonoma Valley and Santa Rosa Plain are going through fee studies, too. 

23. Beverly Petrovic
Who exactly makes the final rate decision? 

The Groundwater Sustainability Agency Board of Directors would make the decision. 

24. Craig P Jacobsen
How many water plans have been submitted to the State that have been rejected by the State? 

Of the GSPs reviewed by the state so far, about half have been deemed 'incomplete.' These basins 
have 180 days to correct/add to the GSPs. 

25. Herb Roche
You say Agricultural irrigation, does that include livestock watering? 

It is a small amount, but it was factored into the pasturage. 

26. Richard King
Dryland grain and dryland pasture both don’t use groundwater. Need to distinguish irrigated pasture 
from non-irrigated pasture.  None of your numbers do so. 

The estimates currently being developed that Jerry presented do incorporate available 
information on whether crops are irrigated or not and the source of irrigation water. 

27. Gino Medeiros
That’s not equitable. Our neighbor has the same size parcel with seven people living there. There are 
only two on our parcel. How is that fair? 

Without metering of wells, using estimates that are based on studies of groundwater use is the best 
that we can do. 
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28. Craig P Jacobsen
How do you know your modeling is correct? 

The data sets are quite extensive. The modeling ‘correct’ is an interesting term because a model 
is imprecise, it’s a method to get towards ‘fair’. There are different studies and 
recommendations by industries, on what typical crops require. It is our intention to have a 
resolution that allows for appeals if actual water usage differs from our estimates. 

29. John Shribbs
How do you know what is being grown on which parcels? 

Those estimates are derived from land use mapping that's conducted by the State Department 
of water resources, they publish crop maps. Their most recent is from 2018 and that's the 
primary source for the type of crops that's grown on specific parcels. There are also data sets 
from an older study by DWR which indicates the source of irrigation water for specific parcels 
that is also incorporated into the database. 

30. Clayton Engstrom
Will there be credits for recharge? 

Credits for recycled or surface water deliver after are factored in. We expect a public GIS portal 
that people can access in the next couple of months to look at the exact data that we are using 
for their parcel and make needed corrections/updates. Credits for recharge is something being 
explored and piloted in other areas and basins within the state, we are looking at it and trying to 
learn from others. 

31. Larry Reed
How is 6-acre property, diverse ag zoning assessed? As rural residential? 

Our data is not dependent on zoning, we're using crop maps. We have many parcels that have 
multiple crops so maybe some vineyard and some pasture and then a residence and, 
occasionally, maybe even a commercial purpose on a few of them, so one parcel can have many 
different slices of the pie, depending on what we see in our data. 

32. Clayton Engstrom
The City of Petaluma pumped three times your estimate in the slides. What will the City pay? 

The number in the slides is based on a 5-year average. Other options could be considered in 
terms of how to include the City's pumping for the fee. 

33. Roberto Varriale
Are the municipal water agencies in the basin in a position to raise the water price and pass some of the 
cost to their customers? 

Under the regulatory fee, the per acre-foot charge, we would also charge the city and the other 
public agencies for what they pump, and they could pass that along to their customers. But that 
would only be the portion of the water that they provide their customers that comes from the 
ground. So, if 80% of the water comes from the Russian River, for instance, then the increase 
would be based on the 20% that comes from groundwater, which then gets diluted into water 
bill so, we've tried to do some estimates. Maybe $1 a month or less, it doesn't look like it would 
be very much because the public agencies are only using 10% of the groundwater.  
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34. Clayton Engstrom
The basin is good now. Should only future pumpers be charged?  

While the basin doesn't currently have problems, the GSA is required to monitor groundwater 
conditions, submit reports annually that show changes, fill data gaps -- especially on seawater 
intrusion and the surface water and groundwater connection. These gaps are large in Petaluma 
Valley. Unlike surface water, groundwater problems and solutions are decades in the making, so 
current users are impacting future users by the pumping they are doing now. 

35. Craig P Jacobsen
City of Petaluma has veto power for any plan they don't like, is this correct? 

The JPA requires a super-majority vote for any fee, and the city and the county must both vote 
in favor of the proposal. 

36. John Shribbs
Do we know all the larger groundwater users that are non-ag, e.g., businesses inside city limits that use 
large quantities? 

Yes, we have a list of businesses within the city that are larger pumpers. 

37. Gino Medeiros
If a homeowner has an old well that can’t be used for drinking water and wants to “retire” it because 
they drilled a new well, do they still have to pay for the retired well? 

We don't have the best data, so we've gone to the crops that are on a parcel knowing that the 
parcel is not hooked to city water, it needs to be getting water from the ground or from surface 
deliveries. As we have the data on the crops and alternate water sources, it doesn't even matter 
if there is a well. 

38. Ray Peterson
What positive thing are the fees going to pay for? Or are the funds only going to pay for all the studies, 
monitoring and staff? 

The fee will allow the basin to remain under local control, rather than being controlled by the 
state. The fee helps protects your well into the future, by preventing groundwater levels from 
further declines through voluntary conservation programs and by developing projects. The fee 
also covers the cost of monitoring groundwater levels, land subsidence, and the movement of 
saltwater inland from San Pablo Bay. Monitoring provides a picture of what is happening 
underground due to groundwater pumping and can help fix problems and prevent them from 
happening. 

39. John Shribbs
If required to meter, what would be an estimate of my cost to add a meter? 

Those costs can be variable depending upon the size and type of meter, but I would say 
anywhere from 500 to 1500 dollars for a reliable meter is probably a reasonable range. 

40. Richard King
How many acre feet of water assumed per 100 acres of pasture? 

Four acre-feet. 
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41. Phil Heiman
Have there been any studies done on the amount of recharge contributed by a household that’s on a 
well but is also on a septic system? 
The Groundwater Sustainability Plan includes ‘septic returns’ as part of the water budget. It is estimated 
to a total of 100 acre feet annually, total, in the basin. 

42. Craig P Jacobsen
100 acres would carry about 15 cows at 15 gallons per day, times 365 days equals 82,125 gallons. Not 
four acre-feet times 326,000 gallons per acre-feet. 

43. Nita Miller
Are the fees set per year and stay the same year by year? What happens if there is more grant funding 
different years, does fee stay the same? 

The fees are annual, and they would be implemented for five years, with the idea of keeping 
them constant during those five years. if more grants come in, they could be reduced. 

44. Clayton Engstrom
Do you have a link to the slideshow? 

One of our staff had a family emergency and we haven't been able to get the PowerPoint posted 
online yet. I will send you a pdf of it through email. My apologies! 

45. Renee Dulfer
Where do we find copies of the presentations? 

The presentation will be posted online, but the person who normally does this has a family 
emergency. if you email me at ann.dubay@scwa.ca.gov, I can send you a PDF. My apologies for 
not having it posted! 

46. Gino Medeiros
As a homeowner who purchased their home WITH water rights and then paid $65,000 to drill a new 
well, how, exactly does the state plan to compensate us? My understanding is that 80% of the problem 
is due to agricultural use. Why are individual homeowners who do not use that much water being hit 
with this? Those of us that are using our wells responsibly are very angry by all of this and we will vote in 
accordance. If that means we need to replace the Board, so be it. Sonoma county property taxes are 
constantly going up. We want to know how you plan to compensate us. Also, this is clearly an unfair 
“tax”, and it will be fought. 

47. Beverly Petrovic
There are enough taxes, we just were assessed $350 for Adobe Fire. Find the money elsewhere, a 
property owner does not have a target on their back for more and more assessments. 

48. Phil Heiman
I think, with the parcel tax option, it’s worth noting that many or most of the groundwater users are 
paying taxes for the Sonoma Dam project for water that they can’t use.  

49. Herb Roche
Rates: Per parcel seems "unfair". Landowner with 200 acres one well but 7 parcels is paying more than a 
landowner with a single parcel of 350 acres. 
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50. Erik Griswold
Assuming usage seems like a recipe for discord, are their efforts to come up with a better assessment of 
use prior to enacting this initiative? Perhaps starting with for profit agricultural first? 

51. Craig P Jacobsen
Need a new model!! 

52. Gino Medeiros
We have no crops, only pets. 

53. Clayton Engstrom
All my wells are over 50 years old. The static level has not changed. 

54. Bruce Abelli-Amen
I strongly favor the idea of spreading the fees as wide as possible across all residents within the basin, 
because everyone benefits in many ways from a basin in balance, both aesthetically and economically. 
Since it's expensive to sponsor a ballot initiative and the chances of success are low, my suggestion is 
that our GSA consider charging fees to groundwater users AND to the municipality (City of Petaluma) 
based not only on what the City pumps but also on the backup capacity of their wells. I believe they 
receive a tangible benefit from having this backup capacity, even if deliveries from Sonoma Water allow 
them not to use their full capacity each year. This would spread the cost burden more evenly across 
users in the basin and would reduce fees for rural users.  
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