


THE KERN WATER BANK:

A STORY OF WATER
CONSERVATION AND
HABITAT REDEMPTION

BY CREATING THE NATION'S LARGEST
DIRECT RECHARGE WATER STORAGE
SYSTEM, THE KERN WATER BANK IS
HELPING FORGE A LONG-TERM FUTURE
FOR PEOPLE AND WILDLIFE

Every day, thousands of motorists drive along Interstate 5 west of
Bakersfield, most of them likely unaware they are crossing over the Kern
Water Bank, the largest underground water storage system in the nation.

Separated from the rush of trucks and cars by simple wire fences, the
property may appear to be nothing more than flat, undeveloped land,
lined with low-lying brush and the occasional thicket of trees. Sometimes,
the landscape shimmers with deep-blue stretches of water, but often it’s
a dry, brown expanse of countryside that'’s easy for passersby to ignore.

But for tens of thousands of waterfowl, as well as San Joaquin kit foxes,
badgers, bobcats and myriad other wildlife, this 20,000-acre block of land
represents nothing less than home. For many, this is year-round, life-
giving habitat. For others, it's a nesting site where they raise their young.
For dozens of species of migratory birds, it's a crucial resting place along
the Pacific Flyway as they head north to Canada or south to Mexico and
beyond.

Nowhere else in the U.S. is there as vast a piece of land -- 32 square miles
— that banks water for humans while preserving native habitat and wildlife.
It's an achievement that quickly put Kern County at the forefront of water
management when it launched initial operations under temporary permits
in 1995. In 2000, then-U.S. Interior Secretary Bruce Babbitt visited the
Kern Water Bank, calling it “the most effective groundwater storage
program in the United States, probably the whole world.”

SACRAMENTO-SAN JOAQUIN RIVER
DELTA IN DIVERSITY AND SHEER
NUMBERS OF BIRDS. IN THE FALL
ESPECIALLY, IT'S STAGGERING TO SEE.
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Jim Jones, biologist, South Valley Biology Consulting
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Lying at the southern end of the San Joaquin Valley, 12 miles from
downtown Bakersfield, the Kern Water Bank can hold 1.5 million acre-
feet of water. That's almost three times the storage capacity of Lake
Isabella, a major source of Bakersfield’s water about 40 miles east of the
city. In size alone, the Kern Water Bank’s underground reservoir is larger
than the 14-square-mile Lake Isabella. Since it began operating, the Kern
Water Bank has recharged more than 2.5 million acre-feet and recovered
some 1.5 million acre-feet of water, supplying a life-giving resource to
hundreds of farms and thousands of Bakersfield residents.

In the process, it has become one of the most important freshwater
wetlands in California.






BUILDING A COALITION

So, in 1995, the property transfer was granted—but not without cost to
the KCWA. As part of the transfer, it agreed to permanently give up 45,000
acre-feet of the water it was entitled to each year from the SWP.

Looking to defray the loss of that water entitlement as well as the cost
of constructing the Kern Water Bank's infrastructure, the KCWA reached
out to other SWP agricultural water contractors to partner in the
groundwater banking project.

Eighteen SWP agricultural contractors were offered the opportunity to

develop the Kern Water Bank and share its underground water supply.

Some already had access to natural groundwater basins farther north in
the San Joaquin Valley and declined to participate. Others said no to the
project, concerned about the project’s cost and risk of failure, underscored
by the DWR’s own experience. Only six agreed to sign on.

Those risk-takers were mostly based in Kern County: the KCWA on behalf
of its Improvement District 4, which serves the Bakersfield area; Tejon-

Castac Water District; Westside Mutual Water Company; Semitropic Water
Storage District; and Wheeler Ridge-Maricopa Water Storage District. The
sixth, Dudley Ridge Water District, was located in adjoining Kings County.

Representing Westside Mutual was William “Bill” Phillimore, executive
vice president of Paramount Farming (now Wonderful Orchards). Like
other farming interests in the southern San Joaquin Valley, Paramount
was still reeling from California’s early 1990s’ drought. It was clear more
water storage was needed for the inevitable return of dry years. Paramount
had formed Westside Mutual Water as a subsidiary to focus on water
resources.

When the KCWA's Clark called Phillimore, asking whether he would
support the Kern Water Bank in a major way, Phillimore said yes.

“I committed for Paramount without telling anyone, not even my
employer,” remembers Phillimore, who took the lead in forming the
organization that would administer the Kern Water Bank.

In 1995, the six contractors formed a joint powers authority called the
Kern Water Bank Authority. The new public entity would construct,
maintain and fund the water bank. The KCWA immediately transferred
its Kern Fan Element property to the new Authority. The Kern Water Bank
participants then permanently transferred a total of 45,000 acre-feet of
their annual SWP entitlement (called “Table A Allocation”) to the KCWA.
In turn, the KCWA transferred that entitlement to DWR in exchange for
the Kern Fan Element property.

In 2017, the value of that retired water is worth at least $5,000 an acre-
foot, or more than $200 million.

TWENTY YEARS AFTER ITS APPROVAL,
THE KERN WATER BANK'S HABITAT
CONSERVATION PLAN CONTINUES TO
BE ONE OF THE MOST INNOVATIVE
HCPS IN THE NATION.

Rob Thornton, partner, Nossaman law firm, and key architect
of the Kern Water Bank’s Habitat Conservation Plan

WAIT OR
MOVE FORWARD?

With the property in hand, the Kern Water Bank Authority was eager to
begin constructing the canals, wells, pump stations and pipelines needed
to develop the project. There was no time to waste, since 1995 was a wet
year with plenty of water available to store underground. But the project
required permitting approvals from both the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
(USFWS) and the California Department of Fish and Game (In 2013, the
California agency changed its name to the California Department of Fish
and Wildlife (CDFW).)

The two wildlife agencies were willing to grant temporary operating
permits for the project. But unless the Authority could develop a
comprehensive environmental management strategy that met USFWS
and CDFG approval, permission to operate would terminate.

The Authority members had to choose: 1) wait an unknown number of
years for permanent permits to be granted -- if, in fact, they ever would
be - before beginning to build out the infrastructure and thus miss out
on 1995's water abundance, or 2) start investing millions of dollars in the
project’s infrastructure under temporary permits but risk failure in securing
the permanent consent to operate, as DWR had experienced.

The choice was clear to Phillimore, who had become chairman of the
Kern Water Bank Authority. “The project was a real gamble, but failure
was not an option,” he remembers.

The other Authority members agreed that moving forward with temporary
permits was a risk they were willing to take. Work on the infrastructure
began, and in 1995, its first year of operation, the Kern Water Bank took
delivery of 218,000 acre-feet of water.


















