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Santa Rosa Plain Groundwater Sustainability Agency 
Windsor Community Meeting Notes 

April 26, 2022 

1. Meeting Agenda and Purpose
Sam Magill, Facilitator, opened the meeting announcing the purpose of the gathering was two-fold: 
1) introduce the Santa Rosa Plain Groundwater Sustainability Plan, and 2) receive feedback on the rate and
fee study options. Magill gave a brief overview of the agenda and introduced Sam Salmon, Mayor, Town of
Windsor, and Santa Rosa Plain GSA Board Member, who provided opening remarks.

2. Welcome and Background
Sam Salmon welcomed the group and addressed the recent article in the Press Democrat, which made it 
sound like people would be paying multiple groundwater fees; it isn’t true, there is only one fee under 
consideration. This meeting is the third of four community meetings for the Santa Rosa Plain. About 220 
people have attended the first two sessions and provided more than 250 questions and comments. Today’s 
focus is on the Board’s preferred option, which is a fee based on groundwater use.  

The purpose of today’s meeting is to discuss the protection of our groundwater basin as we face ongoing 
climate change. 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. Groundwater is 
the only drinking water source for thousands in Santa Rosa Plain. The Groundwater Sustainability Agencies 
were created in 2017. The Board and Advisory represent a broad swath of interests. The county, cities, 
towns, and special districts have supported the GSA for the first five years through either a contribution or a 
fee. In total, local agencies have paid more than $2 million to support the GSA, and this has been matched 
by state grants and technical assistance of about $2 million.   

Today, we will discuss the existing fee structure and options for modifying it. The current fee is $19.90 per 
acre-foot of groundwater pumped annually, equivalent to $9.95 per parcel annually for rural homeowners. 
Since 2019 when the fee was adopted by the GSA Board, the county and Sonoma Water have contributed 
funds to the GSA so that rural landowners, agriculture, businesses, and mutual water districts haven’t had to 
pay the fee. The municipal pumpers – which include the cities and the town of Windsor – have paid the fee 
based on the amount of groundwater pumped. The current fee doesn’t raise enough revenue to cover the 
costs of implementing the recently adopted groundwater plan. The new fee level under consideration is 
$36-44 per acre-feet per year, which for rural residents would be $18-$22 per parcel annually for 
homeowners. 

3. Groundwater Basin Conditions and Projects
Marcus Trotta, Sonoma Water Principal Hydrogeologist, shared information regarding the GSP, which is also 
available online at https://santarosaplaingroundwater.org/gsp/. He said the Executive Summary provides a 
good overview and is easier to read than some of the more detailed technical sections. Trotta provided 
information on the basin conditions and projects and said that the goal of GSA is to protect common 

https://santarosaplaingroundwater.org/gsp/
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groundwater resources – now and for future generations. The GSA cannot require meters for residential (de 
minimis) groundwater users; maintain, fix, or drill your well; or make land-use decisions.  
 
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. Identify, manage, comply. If we don’t comply, the 
state will intervene. 
 
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. 
 
Section 3 of the Plan describes the status of five key sustainability indicators:  
 

1. Groundwater Quality – Generally acceptable in the basin for most beneficial uses. Measured by 
looking at three different constituents of concern that are either naturally occurring or the result of 
human activities: arsenic, nitrates, and salts. No evidence of problems. 

2. Land Surface Subsidence –No evidence of inelastic land subsidence due to groundwater pumping. 

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

4. Groundwater Storage – Potential problems. Modeling indicates that groundwater in storage 
continues to decline from annual losses of 600 acre-feet to 2,100 acre-feet in the most recent water 
budget period. 

5. Chronic Lowering of Groundwater Levels – Potential problems. In the future, groundwater levels 
will decline in the deeper aquifer. Without projects to replenish groundwater or actions to reduce 
pumping, deeper wells could potentially be impacted by these declines. 

 
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. 
 
The average annual budget for fiscal years 2022-23 through fiscal year 2026-27, is approximately 
$1,074,600 and will be described in the following presentation. It will fluctuate over the years, some years 
less, some years more. 
  
SGMA as it was written, maintains the authority to issue well permits, with local authorities (Permit 
Sonoma). Permit Sonoma has been making updates to well applications. Through the Governor’s recent 
Drought Executive Order, permitting agencies are required to get permission from the GSA before they 
issue permits. The Order excludes domestic wells and public supply wells. The GSA is currently working with 
Permit Sonoma on how to move forward and comply with the Order. 
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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. He started his presentation with a 
background on groundwater fees. 
 
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 25% of water pumped)  
Ag, turf (approximately 40% of water pumped) 
Rural residential (approximately 25% of water pumped) 
Commercial and Urban irrigation (approximately 8% of water pumped) 
 
Approximately 25% of water pumped is metered, the remainder is estimated. If the budget assumes that the 
GSA will receive grant funding (the Board recently directed that 25% of the budget can be assumed for grant 
funding), a regulatory fee levied on 9,000 parcels would be $36 to $44 per acre-foot per year. 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 about $20 annually. 
 
Alternative funding options include: 

• A wellhead fee, which would be between $75 to $92 per parcel annually, and which has the 
disadvantage of not distinguishing between commercial wells and residential wells (the GSA Board 
has decided not to pursue this option); 

• A parcel tax, which would be levied on all 80,000 parcels in the basin (not just groundwater users). 
The parcel tax would be $11-$15 per parcel, but requires to be placed on the ballot and 2/3 voter 
approval, and can’t be implemented until Year 2 (the GSA Board has decided not to pursue this 
option); 

• A benefit assessment approach, which would be a $20 to $24 per acre-foot feet on all property 
owners in the basin, based on the benefit received from groundwater as a resource, cannot be 
implemented until Year 2 (the GSA Board has decided not to pursue this option). 

• A State Intervention fee would be $300 per well plus $40 per acre-foot. 
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GSA Board direction for fee options is: 

• Retain current structure with updated rate levels 
• Assume 25% coming from grants 
• Do not support wellhead fee, parcel tax, or a benefit assessment approach 

 
Next steps include discussing community feedback with the GSA Board in one additional community 
meeting; a meeting with the Advisory Committee, and a Board meeting to consider rates in May, and a 
public hearing possibly in June. The annual deadline for billing on tax bills is early August. 
 
5. Closing Remarks 
Sam Salmon thanked everyone for attending the meeting. He said that he is hopeful the agency will be 
transparent. The agency will continue to do analysis and make the system as fair as possible. For him, it is all 
about climate, it is why we are here. Water is essential. 

Your feedback is important, we will be discussing all questions asked. Today’s meeting summary and Q&A 
will be posted on the website within one week. Tomorrow’s community meeting in Santa Rosa will include 
the same presentations and materials. Please continue to remain involved.  

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

if you are interested in reading the GSP which has been submitted to the state, it is on our website: 
https://santarosaplaingroundwater.org/gsp/. 

For fee study information, see: https://santarosaplaingroundwater.org/finances/fee/. 

For budget information, visit: https://santarosaplaingroundwater.org/finances/. 

To find out if your property is within the basin, go to: https://santarosaplaingroundwater.org/user/. 

 

Attachments:  
1. Questions and Answers / Comments 
2. List of Attendees 
 

 

 

 

 

 

https://santarosaplaingroundwater.org/
https://santarosaplaingroundwater.org/gsp/
https://santarosaplaingroundwater.org/finances/fee/
https://santarosaplaingroundwater.org/finances/
https://santarosaplaingroundwater.org/user/
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1. Leon Hughes – How does money convert to water sustainability? A lot of work has been done but it 
isn’t obvious to me. All we see are high administrative and monitoring costs. The monitoring costs 
should be very small. I am confused why we have such an elaborate agency and are spending more 
than $1 million just to check on the condition of the water.  

Because of the requirements of the Act and requirement to monitor the different components, 
and we have lots of data gaps in the basin. In many cases, we need to construct new monitoring 
wells specifically designed for monitoring water quality and data. So, there is a lot of funding 
needed to comply with the state requirements. We also have a voluntary groundwater 
monitoring program to supplement the program. Administration of any government agency will 
have administrative costs. We are doing everything possible by leveraging and partnering 
resources with other agencies. In terms of translating this to actual water supplies, we need to 
do further studies. In regard to water being brought into the basin to help with groundwater 
sustainability, an example would be the new Aquifer Storage Recovery project. Also, the City of 
Santa Rosa and Town of Windsor have been providing recycled water to the basins and the GSA 
coordinates with those agencies. 

Leon Hughes – I guess the Act came about because of the drought conditions. Will the Sustainable 
Groundwater Management Act (SGMA) and tax disappear when the drought is over? 

SGMA was prompted by the drought in 2014. California is the last Western state to institute a 
form of groundwater management. The Sustainable Groundwater Management Act is set up to 
be long-term. It is not a response to drought; it is required to demonstrate how we are going to 
achieve and maintain long-term sustainability. 

From the city’s perspective, we are faced with people asking, “you are growing, where are you 
going to get the water”? A city is forced to grow; the state gives us numbers. If we don’t grow, 
we won’t get grant funding. The Groundwater Sustainability Plan will give us a little bit of an 
answer. Windsor relies heavily on Russian River water but is looking at installing wells in case 
needed. We will be putting in wells in the future.  

 

2. Mark Dietrich – I know there is data collection going on now. Is that to establish a baseline of health 
in the plain? Once this gets up and running, what will it look like if there is an identified issue? I am 
curious what the restrictions look like. 

Section 3 of the Groundwater Sustainability Plan describes this. The GSA doesn’t require us to fix 
any problem that existed before 2015. Minimum Thresholds and Measurable Objectives are set 
for going forward. If the Minimum Thresholds are exceeded and trigger Undesirable Results, the 
GSA is responsible for correcting them; that is where management projects come in. There will 
not be a rapid response to any problem. Because we are required to monitor and report every 
year, it will help us focus on where projects and management actions will be needed. SGMA is 
set up to be adaptive. We are hoping to gather better data on well levels. Some areas have 
adequate data; other areas require additional data collection.  
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3. Theodore Wilde – I understood that meters were going to be required. Where I live, there are nine 
parcels and three of the parcels have swimming pools. There are also vineyards in the area. We just 
have a small parcel. The others use much more water than we do. The idea that everyone pays the 
same fee is absurd. Why not put meters on all the wells? 

SGMA doesn’t allow the GSA to require metering of de minimis (essentially rural residential) 
users. If the GSA was to implement a metering program, there would be a cost to install and 
maintain the meters. Those costs would have to be considered in the overall budget of the GSA.  

The Ordinance of 2019 is already in place; there is an appeals-process built in. We are trying to 
make allowances for individual properties that don’t fit in the ‘estimated’ average. 

Theodore Wilde – Why not add a surcharge for swimming pools? 

Currently, there is an extra charge on parcels for additional dwelling units or ag associated with 
parcels. There are different assumptions on water uses in the rate calculation. We could look at 
a fee for swimming pools if there is information to support their additional water usage. 
Remember, the fee isn’t for water, it is for the agency to maintain the aquifer. 

 

4. Laureen Buettner – This feels inherently unfair. We paid for a well and maintenance of the well for 
years, are considering investing in a rainwater catchment system to water plants and have paid a 
parcel tax for years for Warm Springs Dam. Where am I going to get the money to pay for all the 
fees when I retire?  And it is never a ‘tax’, it is always a ‘fee’. 

We do need to get the money from somewhere. There is benefit in knowing that with your 
upkeep, your well won’t run dry. Hopefully, you will see some benefit for the level of fee that we 
are proposing. 

There has been a lot of interest for having a credit for recharge. Properties sometimes do 
projects that increase recharge. They would have to be a demonstratable benefit to the GSA. 
We have received lots of comments re Lake Sonoma. Having a water supply from Lake Sonoma 
allows cities to get water from the reservoir and not pump their wells allowing for a more 
sustainable groundwater basin. Before Lake Sonoma was built, cities were mainly pumping 
groundwater. The reservoir does also provide flood control in areas of the county. 

 

5. Chris Leonhardt – I am a well owner since 1948. You are saying that my fees will increase $20 a year. 
Is there going to be well head fee on top of that? 

 No, there is no well head fee, just one proposed fee of $20 a year. 

 

6. Chris Leonhardt – You mention 25% grant funding – I just read that the state will have a $40-45 
billion budget surplus this year, will that increase the chance of funding for this? 
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Staff is looking very closely at maximizing grant funding. The nearly $1.1 million is an average 
over five years. The average revenue required per year will set the fee; we don’t want fees to 
vary every year. The system is imperfect. If folks in the city use more water, cities can charge a 
rate surplus for high usage because folks are metered. We can’t do that in the rural areas.  

Cities are subject to the fees too. They are charged on the amount of water they pump out of 
the basin and would likely pass on their fees to their customers. For the municipal wells, we are 
looking at a five-year average. Right now, their amounts of pumping are lower than what was 
estimated in 2019 but it could change tomorrow. 

 

Attendees 
Panelists/Staff 
Sam Salmon, GSA Board member, and Mayor, Town of Windsor 
Sam Magill 
Andy Rodgers 
Marcus Trotta 
Ann DuBay 
Andrea Rodriguez 
Simone Peters 
Jerry Bradshaw, SCI Consulting 
Ryan Aston, SCI Consulting 
 
 
Attendees 
Bob Anderson, Advisory Committee Chair 
Peter Martin, Advisory Committee Member 
Don Albini 
Chris Leonhardt 
Leon Hughes 
Mark Dietrich 
Chris Buettner 
Laureen Buettner 
Robert Hopkins 
Theodore Wilde 
Karen 
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