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and a monthly treasurer report is issued. While no system is perfect, the city has taken 
several positive steps to ensure all financial transactions are approved.  

Gridley Electric Department 

Gridley Electric Utility, operating since 1910, oversees the procurement and delivery of 
wholesale power to the City of Gridley. Gridley is a member of the Northern California
Power Agency (NCPA) with ownership in a hydroelectric generator at the Shasta 
Powerplant, two geothermal plants, two combustion turbines and 4% ownership in the 
Lodi Energy Center.   

Gridley contracted with BART to build two solar array systems: a 1.0 MW and a 2.5 
MW solar array system. The solar plants were built at no cost to the city of Gridley. 
Gridley Main 1, the 1.0 MW system, was placed in service in March 2013. The long-
term contract provides BART with 2.5 MW of power. 

Besides the solar plant, Gridley owns and maintains two substations and the city’s 
distribution lines. Gridley has a contract to maintain Biggs’ powerlines and substation.  
Gridley consumers have a choice of purchasing their electricity from either the City of 
Gridley or PG&E. Gridley rates are less than PG&E’s rates and the monies received by 
the Gridley Electrical Fund subsidize the Gridley General Fund. This on-going stream of 
income contributed $3 million to the city in calendar year 2012.

City of Oroville 

In 1856, the town of Ophir was re-christened Oroville and became the county seat of 
Butte County. It was one of the most populated mining towns in California and became 
its fourth city in importance. Incorporated in 1906, it currently has an estimated 
population of 16,000 and a total of 55,000 in the greater Oroville area.   

Oroville is managed by a City Council consisting of seven members, including the 
mayor. The mayor is elected separately and serves a four year term. Five council 
members serve a four year term and the council member receiving the least amount 
of votes serves a two-year term. As of April 2013, the City Administrator position is 
filled with an Interim City Administrator.   

The City of Oroville’s revenue sources include: 

 Sales Tax – 26%

 Utility User Tax – 15%

 Property Tax – 11%

 Departmental Revenues, i.e. fees and fines – 9%
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 Transient Occupancy Tax – 3%

In connection with the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC) relicensing of 
Oroville Dam, the California Department of Water Resources (DWR) entered into an 
agreement with the City of Oroville that was designed to benefit the local community.  
The agreement established the Project Supplemental Benefits Fund (SBF) that DWR 
funds on an annual basis and designated the City of Oroville as the Fund Administrator. 
The City receives compensation for administering the fund. The SBF money is provided 
as grants to organizations that stimulate recreation, tourism and economic development 
to the community. From 2009 to 2012, DWR has funded the SBF $100,000 a year.  
When the relicensing of Oroville Dam is completed, DWR will provide up to 
$61,270,000, with a combination of initial payments and annual payments for the term 
of the new license. 

The City of Oroville is designated as one of 44 Enterprise Zones in the state and is 
currently tracking 13 businesses. This classification provides many incentives for a new 
business in the zone including wage credits, sales tax credits and business and 
property expenses for a period of five years. 

An issue that the City Council addressed in 2012-13 was fee waivers for the use of city
facilities and parks. Over the past 24 months, the City Council had granted fee waivers 
in excess of $68,000 requested by various groups for special events, while they denied 
others. In January 2013, the Council adopted a new Facility and Park Fee Waiver 
Policy to be consistent on granting fee waivers.  

The City of Oroville is facing fiscal problems due to the loss of RDA revenue. When the 
RDA was started, the City loaned it $1.8 million for start-up costs. In 2012, the RDA 
repaid the loan to the city. The State is now demanding that loan repayment money be 
paid to the State with the rest of the RDA funds. This is in litigation with many other 
cities in the State that started their RDA in the same fashion. Four percent of Oroville’s 
2011-12 operating budget was funded by RDA revenue.   

The City of Oroville has not seen reductions in other revenues; however, current annual 
operating expenditures exceed revenues by approximately $4,300 per day. The City 
has been using its contingency fund to balance the operating budget. The largest 
operating expenditures are employee salaries (48%) and employee benefits (30%). 

The Interim City Administrator is developing various options to address the projected 
2013-14 budget deficit of $2 million. These were presented to the City Council for 
review. 

Town of Paradise 

The Paradise community dates back to the Gold Rush days of the 1850’s.  It once had
its own railroad station. Canals built for the hydraulic mining of gold still exist. However, 
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Paradise did not become the incorporated Town of Paradise until 1979, which makes it 
Butte County’s youngest incorporated area. The town of 18.2 square miles has a 
population under 27,000. Although the Town is proud of its distinct character, it is still 
basically a bedroom community with many of its citizens working and shopping in Chico 
and Oroville. The largest employer in Paradise is Feather River Hospital and the 
adjacent medical community. 

The Town of Paradise’s management is in transition. The long-term Town Manager 
retired as of December 31, 2012. As part of the budget process, the plan for the fiscal 
year 2012-13 was for the Town Manager to work part-time from June through 
December and then have the Assistant Town Manager become the Interim Town 
Manager. As part of the 2013-14 budget process the Town Council will make plans for 
procuring a new Town Manager. 

Paradise’s revenue sources include: 

 Property Taxes – 46%

 Motor Vehicle Taxes - 21%

 General Sales & Use Taxes – 18%

As of February 2013, fiscal year 2012-13 expenses exceeded revenue by $294,000.  
The Town management expects to be in balance by the end of the fiscal year by 
reducing expenses. To save costs this fiscal year, the Town contracted with CAL FIRE 
rather than operate a Town fire department. However, the non-recurring costs in 
transitioning to CAL FIRE have been more than anticipated and could make it difficult to 
balance the budget this fiscal year. 

The Town lost $2.6 million in General Fund Revenue as the result of declining property 
values since 2008-09. Budget analysis for the fiscal year 2013-14 indicates that there 
should be a modest increase in its primary revenue income due to the improvement in 
the economy. In preparing the 2013-2014 budget, the Town plans to continue to reduce 
expenses. The Town continues to negotiate with employee bargaining units on salary 
and benefit packages. This includes placing caps on medical insurance contributions, 
having employees pay a greater percentage contribution to CalPERS, and establishing 
a third tier of retirement benefits. Employee concessions have totaled $560,000 over 
the last four years. The Town is also planning to defer maintenance and postpone 
equipment purchases when possible. Further cuts in staffing will be a last resort. 

The Town of Paradise’s diligence in solving immediate fiscal problems will not lead to 
long-term fiscal health. The Town of Paradise is a bedroom community that is without 
an adequate retail sales tax base. Paradise needs to increase its sales tax base. This
could be accomplished by attracting additional retailers. Paradise should be able to 
attract new business investors due to its customer base which includes customers from 
the Upper Ridge areas such as Magalia and Stirling City. The primary barrier to growth
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is the lack of a sewer system and possible water shortages. (For information about the
Town’s water situation, see the report Water: Butte County’s Vital Resource, Paradise 
Irrigation District, found elsewhere in this Grand Jury Report.)

The Town, both residential and business districts, is on septic systems. The Town of 
Paradise is the largest community west of the Mississippi River without a sewer system.  
When a large retail complex wishes to locate in Paradise, it must build a self-contained
wastewater system. This is a costly challenge to these businesses. Lack of a sewer 
system is also making growth difficult for the existing businesses whose septic systems 
are reaching capacity. Some heavy-use businesses, such as restaurants, must pump 
their systems daily.  Due to the mountain topography, it is not practical to have a sewer 
system for all residential areas. Paradise has been exploring the creation of a sewer 
system for the business area. There are tentative talks with Chico about connecting to 
Chico’s treatment plant, which has excess capacity. This could be beneficial to both 
communities. Without solving the sewer/septic issues, business growth in Paradise is 
limited. Without business growth, the Town of Paradise will have limited options for 
solving its financial problem. 

FINDINGS 

Biggs 

F1 The City of Biggs traditionally balances its General Operating Budget by 
supplementing its revenue with monies from the Electric Utilities Fund. 

F2 Biggs wastewater treatment facility is antiquated and will need to be upgraded in 
the near future. 

F3 Many roads need maintenance and repair. 

Chico 

F4 Primary revenue sources of Chico are taxes which have been reduced by the 
slowing economy. 

F5 The City of Chico had a significant turnover in senior management in 2012-13 
and is in the process of restructuring the city government. 

F6 The City of Chico was slow to respond to the loss of RDA funding and of other 
funding sources. 

F7 City management provided the Grand Jury with some financial data that was 
outdated, incomplete and misleading. 
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F8 Shortfalls in operating revenues are being covered by transfers from non-general 
revenue funds. Some of these funds continue to carry significant negative 
balances. 

Gridley 

F9 Gridley traditionally balances its General Operating Budget by supplementing its 
revenue with monies from the Electric Utilities Fund. 

F10 Gridley strengthened its internal controls after an embezzlement discovered in 
2010. 

Oroville 

F11 The City of Oroville, under contract with DWR, is the Fund Administrator for the 
Project Supplemental Benefits Fund and will be disbursing grants to the 
community to stimulate recreation, tourism and economic development. 

F12 The City Council’s adoption of a new Facility and Park Fee Waiver Policy will 
bring consistency to this process. 

F13 Although the City of Oroville has a shortfall in its annual operating expenditures 
as compared to its revenues, City management is transparent about their steps 
to correct the situation. 

F14 The City of Oroville balanced its operating budget by using its Contingency Fund. 

Paradise 

F15 The Town of Paradise is primarily a residential community with minimal retail and 
commercial businesses. Therefore, Paradise residents often work and shop 
elsewhere, leaving their sales tax dollars in other jurisdictions. 

F16 The Town of Paradise has experienced revenue challenges for many years, 
which impact town services. 

F17 The Town of Paradise carefully planned for the transition to a new town 
manager. 

F18 The Town of Paradise’s lack of a sewer system has been a barrier in attracting 
significant new retail and commercial businesses. 
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F19 A sewer system for the residential districts is impractical due to the Town of 
Paradise’s topography. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

BIGGS 

R1 The City of Biggs should explore all funding possibilities for upgrading its 
wastewater treatment facility and road maintenance. 

CHICO 

R2 The City of Chico should become more transparent in its financial condition, 
reporting and budgeting process. 

R3 The City of Chico should continue the process of restructuring the city 
government. 

R4 The City of Chico should develop a viable financial plan to replenish funds with 
negative balances. 

GRIDLEY 

None. 

OROVILLE 

R5 The City of Oroville should develop a sustainable financial plan to replenish their 
contingency fund.   

PARADISE 

R6 The Town of Paradise should explore all options for a sewage system in its 
business districts and adopt a plan to resolve this problem. 

REQUEST FOR RESPONSES 

Pursuant to Penal Code sections 933 and 933.05 the Grand Jury requests responses to 
the recommendations as follows: 

 Biggs City Council
o A response to Findings F1 through F3 and Recommendation R1
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 Chico City Council
o A response to Findings F4 through F8 and Recommendations R2

through R4

 Gridley City Council
o A response to Findings F9 through F10

 Oroville City Council
o A response to Findings F11 through F14 and Recommendation R5

 Paradise Town Council
o A response to Findings F15 through F19 and Recommendation R6

The governing bodies indicated above should be aware that the comment or response 
of the governing body must be conducted subject to the notice, agenda and open 
meeting requirements of the Brown Act. 

Reports issued by the Civil Grand Jury do not identify individuals interviewed. Penal 
Code Section 929 requires that reports of the Grand Jury do not contain the name of
any person of facts leading to the identity of any person who provides information to the 
Civil Grand Jury. 
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2012-2013 BUTTE COUNTY GRAND JURY REPORT 

WATER:  BUTTE COUNTY’S VITAL RESOURCE 

SUMMARY 

Nothing is more important to life than water. In Butte County we are fortunate to have 
not only a high quality, but also a high quantity, of water. Most of California is not this 
fortunate and many parts of the state are looking to the Northern Sacramento Valley for 
a water supply. 

Water is an especially important topic this year, as the state is proposing to build two 
large tunnels in the Delta to deliver Northern California water to Southern California. 
California State University, Chico (CSUC) and Butte College chose Unquenchable: 
America’s Water Crisis and What To Do About It for their academic year 2012-13 Book 
in Common program. These were two of the reasons the Grand Jury felt this was a key 
time to do a study on Butte County water. Since water is such a diverse issue, the 
Grand Jury had to decide which areas were the most important to investigate. 

The Grand Jury decided to interview some of the water districts in Butte County and 
learn how water is managed and what type of stewardship our water is receiving. When 
the Grand Jury decided to investigate the subject of water in Butte County, we knew it 
was a tremendous task which would require enormous amounts of time and energy to 
fully grasp the subject. Frequently there is an article in our local papers on this subject. 
Our hope is that the citizens of this area educate themselves on this topic, insist that our 
elected representatives keep us informed and encourage the news media to continue to 
investigate and report all pertinent information. Butte County citizens must remain 
diligent or risk losing our groundwater and surface water rights.  

GLOSSARY 

 Area of Origin - Existing water right priority system

 Acre-feet - The volume of water that would cover one acre to a depth of one foot;

325,900 gallons 

 BUCRA - Butte County Rice Growers Association

 Cal Water - California Water Service Company

 Conjunctive Use - The deliberate use of groundwater and surface water
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 CFS - Cubic feet per second (cfs), a measurement of the flow of water

 DTSC - Department of Toxic Substance Control

 DWR - California Department of Water Resources

 EPA - Environmental Protection Agency

 Ground Water Rights - Landowner water rights on landowner’s parcel

 LTA -  Lower Tuscan Aquifer; extensive underground water storage located in

Butte, Glenn, Tehama, Sutter and Colusa Counties 

 NSVIRWMP - Northern Sacramento Valley Integrated Regional Water

Management Plan 

 OFD - Oroville Field Division

 OWID - Oroville Wyandotte Irrigation District

 PG&E - Pacific Gas and Electric Company

 PID - Paradise Irrigation District

 Plumes - A toxic area within an aquifer

 Riparian Water Rights - A right of landownership that is adjacent to a body of

water 

 SFPP - South Feather Power Project

 SFWPA - South Feather Water Power Agency

 SWP - State Water Project; Lake Oroville Complex, Clifton Court, California

Aqueduct, San Luis Reservoir, Quail Lake, Pyramid Lake, Castaic Lake, 

Silverwood Lake, Lake Perris, Lake Arrowhead and the powerplants and 

pumpingplants required to move the water south. 
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 SWB - State Water Bank, a program to store water in the aquifer during declared

years of drought 

 Table A Water - The maximum amounts of allocated Lake Oroville water

dictated by the state contracts 

 TWSD - Thermalito Water and Sewer District

 VOC - Volatile Organic Compound

 Watershed - A region or area bounded peripherally by a divide and draining

ultimately to a particular watercourse or body of water 

 WCWD - Western Canal Water District

APPROACH 

The 2012-13 Grand Jury performed the following activities: 

 Interviewed management of water districts, water experts and county officials

 Attended numerous water conferences

 Researched many documents pertaining to water issues

DISCUSSION 

Water, the greatest natural resource in Butte County, provides for life, recreation, 
agriculture and jobs. From the surface water of rivers and lakes to the groundwater 
beneath us, faucets deliver water to our homes and businesses. 
  
Butte County’s surface water comes from snow melt and runoff into Lake Oroville, Lake 
Almanor, Concow  Reservoir, Paradise Lake, Magalia Reservoir, Ponderosa Reservoir, 
Little Grass Valley Reservoir, Sly Creek Reservoir, Lost Creek Reservoir, Miners Ranch 
Reservoir and the Feather River. Surface water is governed by established water rights. 
Groundwater in the valley is primarily recharged with rain runoff and pumped out from 
different depths throughout the county for use. The Lower Tuscan Aquifer is the major 
groundwater source used for domestic water. Groundwater is not regulated nor 
metered by the state. Groundwater well permits are issued by the county.   
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Butte County is a geographically diverse county, and covers 1,675 square miles and 
ranges from 60 to 7,000 feet in elevation. It is home to 220,000 people who require 1.4 
million acre-feet per year of water for residential, commercial and agricultural use. There 
are numerous water districts that distribute the water as well as a wide range of 
agencies and boards which control its flow and use. Butte County obtains both its 
aquifer and surface water from the Feather River basin, using only a small amount of 
water from the Sacramento River. 

The Grand Jury wanted to find out more about how the water is distributed and had 
concerns about the transfer of water from the county to other parts of the state. The 
Grand Jury wanted to know about the plans that water districts have for drought and 
other possible conditions that can affect the quality and quantity of Butte County water. 
To provide answers to these questions, the Grand Jury has prepared the following 
water district summaries. (See included map.)

Lake Oroville Water 

Lake Oroville, the second-largest reservoir in California, provides water to 25 million 
Californians, plus recreation, agriculture, enhanced fish and wildlife, hydroelectric 
generation and flood control. 

Lake Oroville has the storage capacity of 3.5 million acre-feet of water and a shoreline 
of approximately 167 miles. The reservoir was formed by the construction of the Oroville 
Dam downstream of the confluence of the North, Middle and South Forks of the Feather 
River. The dam is the largest earthen-filled dam in the country at 770 feet high and over 
a mile wide. It is the keystone facility of the California State Water Project (SWP), 
Oroville Field Division (OFD). 

Oroville Field Division is comprised of Lake Oroville, Hyatt Powerplant, Thermalito 
Diversion Dam and Powerplant, the Feather River Fish Hatchery, Thermalito Power 
Canal, Thermalito Forebay, Thermalito Afterbay and the Lake Oroville Visitors Center. 
OFD also maintains Frenchman Lake, Antelope Lake and Lake Davis on the Upper 
Feather River. OFD is a 900-megawatt hydroelectric generation complex.   

After decades of studies exploring solutions for California water needs and addressing 
the major flooding events in Northern and Central California, construction began on 
Lake Oroville Dam in 1957 with an emergency appropriation of $25 million. The flooding 
of 1955-56 recorded 64 deaths (most in Butte and Sutter Counties) and over $200 
million in property damages. In 1961, the construction of the rest of the State Water 
Project began. In 1964, again there was potentially devastating flooding on the Feather 
River, but the partially-completed Oroville Dam provided flood control and prevented 
flooding. Construction of the dam was completed in 1967 and electric power generation 
began in 1968.   

The water from the three branches of the Feather River flows into Lake Oroville. 
Adjacent to the dam, the Hyatt Inlet Structure allows for temperature control of the water 
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flowing out of the lake through the Hyatt Powerplant, which was constructed in the 
bedrock under the dam. Shutters are placed in the structure for temperature control for 
fish and agriculture.  

The water flows from the Hyatt Powerplant into the Feather River until it reaches the 
Thermalito Diversion Dam. There is a minimum flow of 600 cfs that continues in the 
river through the city of Oroville. The remaining water is diverted through the Thermalito 
Power Canal into the Thermalito Forebay. Thermalito Water and Sewer District and Cal 
Water Oroville have turnout structures on the Thermalito Power Canal to supply the 
water treatment plants for their districts. 

The Thermalito Powerplant is located at the southwest corner of the Thermalito 
Forebay. This plant has been shut down since November 2012 due to a fire. The water 
from the Thermalito Forebay is now bypassed around the Thermalito Powerplant into 
the Thermalito Afterbay. The Thermalito Afterbay provides controlled flow releases 
through the river outlet into the Feather River to eventually flow into the Sacramento 
Delta. The Thermalito Afterbay was designed as a warming basin for agricultural water 
to be delivered through two turnout structures for the Western and Richvale Canals. 

The long-term water supply contracts between DWR and 29 public agencies and water 
districts are the basis for the SWP construction and on-going operations. The state 
provides SWP financing, capital construction, improvements and all operations and 
maintenance of SWP facilities and agencies. Districts have contractually agreed to 
repay all associated costs. All contractors pay the same rate per acre-foot for the cost of 
constructing and operating facilities which store and convey the water supply. In 
addition, each contractor pays a transportation charge which covers the cost required to 
deliver the water to its service area. The contractors furthest from the Delta pay higher 
transportation charges than those near the Delta. Full payments are made each year for 
fixed SWP costs regardless of how much water the contractors are allowed to take. 

The SWP contracts also set the maximum amount of water a contractor may request 
each year from the SWP. The maximum amounts listed in the contract are known as 
Table A. Table A Water represents a portion or all of the annual water requested by the 
SWP contractors and approved for delivery by DWR, based on hydrologic conditions, 
current reservoir storage and combined requests from the SWP water contractors. DWR 
announced in March 2013 that the state contractors will receive 35% of their Table A 
water.  

The County of Butte is an SWP contractor and has an allotment of 27,500 acre-feet. Of 
that total, Del Oro Water Company and Cal Water Oroville are using approximately 
2,700 acre-feet. Butte County has short-term lease agreements with the City of 
Palmdale Water District and the Westside Water District for a portion of that allotment. 
The revenue from the Table A water nets approximately $1.2 million to Butte County’s 
general fund.  
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California Water Service Company 

California Water Service Company (Cal Water) is the largest investor-owned American 
water utility west of the Mississippi River and the third largest in the country. Formed in 
1926, the San Jose-based company serves more than 472,000 customers through 28 
operations centers throughout California. In Butte County, Cal Water has two districts, 
Chico and Oroville. 

Cal Water’s Chico District was formed in 1926 with the purchase of several water 
companies serving Chico at that time. In 1962, Hamilton City joined the Chico Cal Water 
system. Today Cal Water provides quality well water to 100,323 people in the Chico and 
Hamilton City area through a complex system. Chico uses 100% ground water 
distributed through 372 miles of pipeline from 68 wells. Eight storage tanks and eight 
booster pumps combine to supply water to Chico and Hamilton City. Cal Water’s state-
required Meter Conversion Program is on target with the city of Chico at 65% 
completed. Chico’s average metered monthly residential bill is $34.14.    

In 1927, Cal Water began serving the City of Oroville. Currently, 53 miles of pipeline, 
two storage tanks, four wells, 13 booster pumps and a water treatment plant are needed 
to serve 10,000 customers. Eighty-three percent of the City of Oroville’s water comes 
from the West Branch of the Feather River and 17% is well water. The City of Oroville is 
100% metered. In Oroville, Cal Water’s average residential bill is $52.22. Cal Water, 
Oroville must treat the surface water which results in additional costs. 

The source of Cal Water’s groundwater in Butte County is the Lower Tuscan Aquifer. 
Cal Water’s quality assurance program includes vigilant monitoring throughout its 
systems and testing at its state-of-the-art laboratory.   

Del Oro Water Company 

Del Oro Water Company was established in 1963 to meet the water needs of residents 
in Magalia. It is privately owned and currently serves over 20,000 consumers in Butte 
County, through more than 5,000 water connections in the communities of Paradise 
Pines, Stirling City, Lime Saddle and Magalia.  

Del Oro has water rights to 365 acre-feet annually from Lake Almanor via the  
Hendricks Canal, which empties into Butte Creek. Del Oro has 667 acre-feet annually of 
Butte County Table A Water that is pumped out of Lake Oroville into the Lime Saddle 
area. In addition, Del Oro has five wells in Paradise Pines, two in Magalia and three in 
the Lime Saddle area. The company has five large water storage tanks, intake pumps to 
transfer water and two treatment plants. The company has emergency water sources 
for each of the communities it serves through extensive agreements with the Paradise 
Irrigation District. 

 Paradise Irrigation District 

The Paradise Irrigation District (PID) was formed in 1916 and is governed by a 



93 

Board of Directors, elected by the residents of Paradise. The boundaries of the district 
are the same as the town of Paradise. The PID owns and operates two reservoirs: 
Paradise Lake and Magalia Reservoir. These reservoirs rely on rainfall to fill them each 
year. The total combined storage capacity is 12,293 acre-feet. The water is derived from 
a 12 square mile watershed area. The PID maintains a water treatment facility which is 
presently sufficient for 100% of the maximum daily demand. There are 10,500 electronic 
meters, serving a population of approximately 27,000, and 170 miles of pipeline which 
the district installs and maintains. The PID has 40 employees.  

Key issues identified by the district are: 

 A drought will severely decrease the amount of water entering the reservoirs,
which only have the capacity for a one-year supply. This would place the PID’s
customers in a dire position.

 There are over 60 miles of steel pipe remaining to be replaced to reduce pipe
leakage in the distribution system.

 Storage capacity in the reservoirs needs to be increased.

 Conserving water is a prime message the PID wants to convey to its consumers.

 Other sources of water, for example pumping from Lake Oroville, can be
investigated, as well as the potential use of the Miocene Canal.

 PID has system connections with Del Oro Water Company.

The PID manager and board members are aware of the present and long-term potential 
water problems and are actively searching for solutions.  

South Feather Water and Power Agency 

The South Feather Water & Power Agency (SFWPA) provides treated surface water to 
6,650 customers. The agency provides untreated agricultural water to 557 customers. 
All domestic customers are metered. A few irrigation customers also have meters, but 
most customers have the measured water delivered from open canals. 

SFWPA was formed in 1919 and is governed by a five-member board elected by 
landowners within the water agency boundaries. They maintain 141 miles of pipeline, 
110 miles of open ditches and canals, two water treatment plants and a solar plant. 
They also operate the South Feather Power Project (SFPP). 

The original name for SFWPA was Oroville Wyandotte Irrigation District (OWID) and 
was created in November 1919 with 16,800 acres of land. The district was formed by 
assuming the old water rights from the South Feather Land and Water Company and 
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the Palermo Land and Water Company. In July 1944, OWID initiated plans to sell water 
for domestic use. 

Currently, SFWPA maintains a service area of more than 31,000 acres. SFWPA 
operates a hydroelectric power project (SFPP), which includes four power plants on the 
South Fork of the Feather River. The water sources for SFWPA are the following 
reservoirs: Sly Creek, Lost Creek, Ponderosa, Little Grass Valley, and Miners Ranch. 
They have a combined storage capacity of 16,577 acre-feet and can generate up to120 
megawatts. The power generated is sold exclusively to PG&E. This revenue is used to 
offset the operating cost and to lower the water rates to customers, the lowest rate in 
Butte County. The monthly average bill is $23.42. 

SFWPA is currently expanding its water treatment plants. SFWPA’s water supply is 
adequate to meet its projected future use. No future water supply projects or programs 
are planned. 

Thermalito Water and Sewer District 

Thermalito Water District was established in 1927 when it was purchased from PG&E. 
In 1977, the district added sewer service yet did not change its name to Thermalito 
Water and Sewer District (TWSD) until 2005. The service area is the community of 
Thermalito and the City of Oroville. The district is governed by a five-member board of 
directors, which is elected by voters within the district limits. 

TWSD serves a population of 10,000 with 2,700 connections. The customer base 
includes residential, commercial and agricultural users. All water delivered goes through 
the district’s water treatment plant. All customers are metered and charged at one rate. 
The average residential billing is about $45 a month. 

The TWSD primary water source is Lake Concow with a capacity of 8,200 acre-feet. 
The water for delivery to customers is a blend of surface and ground water. The blend is 
12.1% to 23% ground water in the winter and 12.4% to 34.1% ground water in the 
summer. The surface water is drawn from the Thermalito Power Canal. The measured 
canal water used in one year is replaced from Lake Concow during the following year. 
The TWSD currently has four operating wells with the provision that any developer who 
builds more than 15 units must provide an additional well site. The district currently has 
two storage tanks of 1 million and 2.1 million gallon capacity located near Table 
Mountain. A third storage tank is planned near the Oroville Airport, which will be 
supplied by well water. 

TWSD feels that its infrastructure and Lake Concow water rights put the district in a 
good position to survive a drought or a temporary shutdown. TWSD has mutual 
assistance agreements with Cal Water and South Feather Water and Power District. 
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Richvale Irrigation District 

Richvale Irrigation District is a private corporation that maintains offices in the Butte 
County Rice Growers Association (BUCRA) facility in Richvale. It has no connection to 
BUCRA and is owned by landowners. The Richvale Irrigation District’s water rights pre-
date 1914 and are part of a four-district coalition with Biggs/West Gridley, Butte and 
Sutter. The district was formed in 1930 with the buyout of the Sutter Butte District. There 
are 350 Richvale Irrigation owner-members who own 34,000 acres of farmland, mainly 
rice, and elect a three-member Board of Directors. Each Richvale landowner is entitled 
to one vote for each acre of land owned. The district owns and maintains 71 miles of 
open canals and has no pipelines, with an allocation of 149,000 acre-feet of water a 
year from Lake Oroville.  

The sole source of water is the Thermalito Afterbay. The district also has water rights 
from Cherokee Creek. Although the district maintains no wells, many of the owners 
have wells and pump water when necessary. When owners use well water, they pay the 
district for use of the canals to distribute the water. Richvale Irrigation District does not 
sell any water outside of the district and has no plans to do so. 

Western Canal Water District 

The Western Canal Water District (WCWD) was formed by a vote of the landowners in 
December 1984 as a non-profit California water district. The district purchased the 
Western Canal water system from PG&E, which had acquired it from the Great Western 
Power Company, which had developed the hydroelectric power facilities on the Feather 
River around 1911. The acquisition included pre-1914 water rights on the Feather River 
for use by the district. These consist of 150,000 acre-feet of natural flow of the river and 
145,000 acre-feet of water stored in the North Fork Feather River Project. The district 
also has adjudicated rights to a small amount of Butte Creek water. 

The district’s original diversion was located at the Western Canal Company’s dam on 
the Feather River. The Lake Oroville Complex changed the geography of the area and 
the supply is now provided by two outlet structures on the Thermalito Afterbay, with a 
capacity of 1,250 cfs. WCWD is one of the 29 state water contractors that receive water 
from Lake Oroville.   

The district currently encompasses a land area of approximately 67,500 acres, of which 
58,167 acres are irrigable. The primary crop is rice, with small amounts of pasture and 
orchard crops. They serve two wildlife refuges, the Upper Butte Basin Wildlife Area and 
the Llano Seco Unit. Duck hunting and the leasing of land for a microwave tower are 
additional revenue sources. 

WCWD is the second-largest irrigated agricultural water district in the Sacramento 
Valley. Two-thirds of the district is in Butte County and the remaining land is in Glenn 
County. WCWD delivers untreated water to over 120 rate payers at $4 per acre-feet.  
The district has 10 employees and an annual operations budget of $1.3 million. 
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Each year, on average, WCWD and the Joint Water Districts (Richvale Irrigation District, 
Biggs/West Gridley Water District, and Butte Water District) import 610,000 acre-feet of 
Feather River water into Butte Basin. This inflow of surface water provides a significant 
positive effect on keeping high groundwater levels within the basin. Conjunctive use has 
been practiced during several drought years to assist the State Water Bank. WCWD 
has developed a Groundwater Management Plan, which provides for conjunctive use in 
a responsible and safe manner. 

The Tuscan Aquifer 

The Tuscan Aquifer is an extensive water-bearing formation located in parts of Butte, 
Glenn, Tehama, Sutter and Colusa Counties, comprising approximately 4,900 square 
miles. The aquifer's boundaries range from Red Bluff in the north, to the Sutter Buttes 
in the south, east to the foothills and west into Glenn County. 

The California Department of Water Resources (DWR) estimates the Tuscan Aquifer 
holds approximately 30 million acre-feet, or about nine times the capacity of Lake 
Oroville. The Tuscan Aquifer is a complex geologic formation. Recent studies 
indicate the geologic makeup of the Tuscan Aquifer changes over its geographical 
area. The northern portion of the aquifer is composed primarily of materials called 
"lahars," a type of ·mudflow having a mix of rocky debris and water that flows down 
from a volcano. Some lahar materials are like concrete in their consistency and are 
likely to limit the ability of water to move through it. In the southern portion of the 
aquifer, furthest from the volcanic source of the material, the lahar has been changed 
and reworked by streams, resulting in deposits of sands and gravels. Understanding 
how the Tuscan Aquifer recharges is an important factor in understanding aquifer 
dynamics (changes in storage and how water moves into and through the system). 

Prior to 2012, it was thought that significant recharge of the Lower Tuscan Aquifer 
(LTA) occurs from creeks that pass over outcrops of the Lower Tuscan Formation. 
However, results of Butte County’s LTA Project, wh ic h included completion of dual 
ring infiltrometer tests, stream gauging, temperature gradient and water chemistry 
analysis (i.e., isotope and chemical constituents) indicate that the stretch of these 
creeks crossing over the outcrops provides little recharge. Data suggest t ha t wa t e r 
recharged to the LTA comes from rainfall over broad areas in the low foothills and 
valley at or below 2,500 feet elevation. Therefore, light rainfall years limit the amount 
of recharge to the aquifer. The data from the LTA Project indicate that previously held 
theories of the Tuscan Aquifer’s characteristics may not be valid or at least need to be 
refined. The complexity of the Tuscan Aquifer requires additional research to continue 
to expand our understanding of storage and recharge processes. 

Butte County will complete i t s report on the LTA from the Tuscan Aquifer Project by 
June 2013. Butte County needs to know more about how the Tuscan Aquifer 
recharges, its relationship to surface water, interconnectedness with dif ferent aquifer 
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layers and how additional groundwater demand may affect the basin. 
Groundwater level data show that in some portions of the LTA, the groundwater 
elevation has dropped 13 or more feet over the last 20 years in Butte County. The 
Tuscan Aquifer is one of Butte County's vital resources and needs to be protected 
from out-of-county interests. 

Butte County Toxic Aquifer Plumes 

Toxic plumes are areas of measurable quantities of volatile organic compounds (VOC). 
These contaminants move from their surface source into the aquifer and spread in a 
widening area, often in the shape of a feather. There are eight toxic plumes in Butte 
County, all in the Chico area (see included map). The northernmost plume is near the 
Chico airport and the southernmost is near Hegan Lane and the Midway. Nitrates were 
the first contaminants detected in the groundwater in 1979. Controlling and treating the 
plumes is the responsibility of the California Department of Toxic Substance Control 
(DTSC). 

The most serious plume problem, the Number Four Central Plume, starts near 
Mangrove and Vallombrosa avenues. It runs down to Highway 32, past the California 
State University, Chico campus. The DTSC has been monitoring and working with this 
plume since 1986. There are five "pump-and-treat" wells near Chico Junior High School 
that are used to treat this water. The DTSC has removed in excess of 1,300 pounds of 
perchloroethylene (PCE) from the aquifer. 

Some of the plumes, including the Number Four Central Plume, were the result of dry 
cleaners that improperly disposed of hazardous materials, including PCE, 
trichloroethylene (TCE), dichloroethylene (DCE) and pentachlorophenol (PCP), all of 
which are carcinogenic. PCEs and TCEs are heavier than water and have been found 
300-400 feet deep in the aquifer. 

Conjunctive Use 

Conjunctive use is the combined use of groundwater and surface water to manage 
water supply reliability. Some water districts practice conjunctive use in their normal 
operations by blending surface and groundwater in their water treatment plants. This 
reduces costs.   

In November 1996, Butte County voters approved the Groundwater Conservation 
Ordinance (Chapter 33 of the Butte County Code) which provided groundwater 
conservation through local regulation of water transfers that move water outside of the 
county and have a groundwater component. A permit is now required both for the 
exportation of groundwater outside the county and for groundwater pumping as a 
substitute for surface water exported outside the county. No permits have been 
requested since the ordinance was enacted. 
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Butte County Department of Water and Resource Conservation 

“To manage and conserve water and other resources for the citizens of Butte County” is 
the mission statement of the Butte County Department of Water and Resource 
Conservation. The department, consisting of four employees, is an effective entity in 
monitoring, researching, managing, providing community education and coordinating 
with all water agencies. The department’s staff and its public resources have given 
invaluable assistance and information, both basic and technical, to the Grand Jury. 

In 1996, in order to implement Chapter 33, Butte County established the Water Division 
in the Butte County Department of Agriculture. In 1999, the division became the 
Department of Water and Resource Conservation with expanded responsibilities and 
focus: 

 The department continued the protection and management of Butte County’s
water resources by implementing, under Chapter 33, a permit process for:

1) the transfer of surface water outside of the county to be replaced by well water

2) the sale of groundwater outside of the county

No permit has been requested to this date. They also implemented, in 2005, the 
Butte County Groundwater Management Plan. In conjunction with the Board of 
Supervisors, a Water Resource Element, and other policy goals to sustain 
groundwater and other natural resources, was included as part of the Butte 
County General Plan 2030. 

 Butte County Board of Supervisors and the department support existing Area of
Origin water rights, the water right priority system and the authority to make
water management decisions locally to meet the county’s current and future
needs.

 The department considers that monitoring and conserving water resources must
be based on factual, scientific information. It tracks groundwater conditions by
monitoring over 100 wells four times a year. Water from key wells is analyzed to
detect saline intrusion or other chemistry changes.

 The department is involved in continuing scientific investigations that are
necessary to improve the understanding of our complex water resources and to
assure sustainability. The department supports local water supply projects
through participation and research. Much of this work has been funded with more
than $9 million received in grants. The department is completing the research
project on the Lower Tuscan Aquifer funded by a research grant under
Proposition 58.
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 As an element of the Basic Management Objectives Program, the department
provides an evaluation of groundwater conditions in specific areas. The
Technical Advisory Committee reviews the groundwater data and provides
recommendations for improvements on an annual basis.

 The department is charged with the management of the Butte County Table A
allocation. The goal is to fully utilize the Table A allocation to meet Butte County’s
needs and attain fiscal sustainability. This includes a study with Cal Water on the
feasibility of making Table A Water available to Chico and Durham.

 The department makes accessible data and information on Butte County’s water 
resources through its website (www.bcwater@buttecounty.net) and its monthly 
Water Solutions newsletter.

 The department actively supports regional coordination of water resources and
advocates for the county’s water resource interests.

 The department was an organizing member and is active in the leadership of the
Northern Sacramento Valley Integrated Regional Water Management Plan
(NSVIRWMP). The NSVIRWMP is made up of six counties: Butte, Tehama,
Glenn, Colusa, Sutter and Shasta. The plan coordinates water use and works
toward common goals and objectives, including protecting the county’s Area of
Origin water rights.

In January 2013, the Butte County Board of Supervisors funded the Water Inventory 
Analysis project. The purpose is to get updated information to enable improved 
budgeting of water resources, taking into account changing conditions due to drought 
and climate change. 

Like the water that the department protects, the Butte County Department of Water and 
Resource Conservation is a valuable resource for this county. Many of their projects 
and plans for protection and conservation of local water control have been models for 
the rest of California. 

CONCLUSION 

The Grand Jury was interested in learning about the management and stewardship of 
Butte County water. Our conclusion is that the Butte County water districts, agencies 
and county departments that we reviewed are doing an efficient job managing water 
distribution. There are future potential problems in water supply that need to be brought 
to the attention of the county’s residents. Lack of storage capacity, the decline of the 
Tuscan Aquifer elevation and increased demand from out-of-county interests may 
jeopardize our water resources.  

mailto:bcwater@buttecounty.net
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Protecting our historical Area of Origin water rights is critical to preserve our quality of 
life in Butte County. Counties in the north state need to maintain close communication 
and cooperation to protect our water rights. Our elected officials need to keep the 
citizens apprised of any impending legislation that would jeopardize Butte County water. 
The print media and various conservation groups are to be commended for bringing 
water issues to the public’s attention. The public needs to become informed on water 
developments and be willing to express themselves publicly to protect our Area of 
Origin water rights. 

FINDINGS 

F1 The water resources of Butte County continue to be the focus of an 
ever increasing demand statewide.   

F2 The water districts in Butte County each service the needs of their area with the 
resources they have available.  

F3 Butte County currently has the option of using or leasing its Table A water which 
currently provides a revenue source to the county general fund.  

F4 City of Chico is 100% reliant on the Tuscan Aquifer for its water. 

F5 In Butte County, the Lower Tuscan Aquifer groundwater elevation has dropped 
13 feet or more over the last 20 years.  

F6 A report on the Lower Tuscan Aquifer is scheduled to be completed in June 2013 
by the Butte County Department of Water and Resource Conservation. 

F7 Del Oro Water Company and Paradise Irrigation District have mutual assistance 
agreements for emergency water distribution to their customers. 

F8 Paradise Irrigation District faces future demand and distribution challenges due 
to limited storage capacity. 

F9 Thermalito Water and Sewer District has mutual assistance agreements with Cal 
Water, Oroville and South Feather Water and Power Agency. 

F10 There are eight remaining toxic plumes in Chico that are still being monitored and 
mitigated. 

F11 The Department of Toxic Substance Control and Cal Water have been thorough 
and vigilant in locating, controlling and cleaning the contaminated plumes in 
Chico. 
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F12 The Butte County Department of Water and Resource Conservation has not  
received any required permit requests for groundwater pumping as a substitute for 
surface water exported and sold outside the county. 

F13 The Butte County Department of Water and Resource Conservation has 
provided superior leadership in the county and the region on critical water issues. 

F14 The Butte County Department of Water and Resource Conservation study of the 
Tuscan Aquifer may yield a future strategy to halt the decline of the aquifer. 

F15 The Butte County Department of Water and Resource Conservation has been 
critical in supporting this Grand Jury investigation. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

R1 The Paradise Irrigation District needs to continue to protect and increase its 
water storage. 

R2 The Butte County Department of Water and Resource Conservation needs to 
work closely with DWR to protect county Area of Origin water rights. 

R3 The Butte County Department of Water and Resource Conservation needs to 
explore strategies to fully utilize the Table A Water allocations for the benefit of 
Butte County. 

R4 The Butte County Department of Water and Resource Conservation should 
continue to study the Tuscan Aquifer and keep the public informed of the 
findings. 

REQUEST FOR RESPONSES 

Pursuant to Penal Code sections 933 and 933.05 the Grand Jury requests responses to 
the recommendations as follows: 

 Paradise Irrigation District Board of Directors
o A response to Findings F7 and F8 and Recommendation R1

 Butte County Board of Supervisors

o A response to Finding F3 and Recommendations R2 through R4
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The governing bodies indicated above should be aware that the comment or response 
of the governing body must be conducted subject to the notice, agenda and open 
meeting requirements of the Brown Act. 

Reports issued by the Civil Grand Jury do not identify individuals interviewed. Penal 

Code Section 929 requires that reports of the Grand Jury do not contain the name of 

any person of facts leading to the identity of any person who provides information to the 

Civil Grand Jury. 
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