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Panel: Modernizing California’s Water Infrastructure for Climate Resilience

Moderator: David Nahai, President, David Nahai Companies; Chair, LABC
Panel:

The Honorable Lindsey P. Horvath, Supervisor, Los Angeles
County

Anselmo Collins, Chief Operating Officer and Senior Assistant
General Manager, Water System, LADWP

Liz Crosson, Chief Sustainability, Resilience and Innovation
Officer, Metropolitan Water District

Joone Kim-Lopez, Executive Director and General Manager, LA
Sanitation & Environment

Joe Nye, VP, Southern California Water Group Manager, HDR Inc.
Jennifer Pierre, General Manager, State Water Contractors

The Why?

There is no question that California is experiencing the increasing severity and
compounding impacts of climate change, and water provides one of the clearest
examples. California projects that hotter, drier conditions could reduce the state’s
water supply by as much as 10 percent by 2040, or roughly 9 million acre-feet.
Sierra snowpack supplies about 30 percent of California’s water needs in an
average year yet record heat and dryness drove statewide snowpack to just 18
percent of average on April 1, 2026. The 2020-2022 drought marked the driest
three-year period in the state’s recorded history.

The stress extends across every major source California relies on. The Department
of Water Resources estimates that climate change could reduce State Water Project
delivery capability by as much as 21 percent within 20 years without adaptation.
On the Colorado River, Lake Powell is projected to end Water Year 2026 at
roughly 22 percent of capacity. In the Central Valley, NASA estimates
groundwater losses averaged roughly 1.8 million acre-feet per year between
2006 and 2021. Climate change is reducing the reliability of traditional supplies
while producing sharper swings between drought and deluge.

The State Water Project remains central to California’s ability to manage that
volatility. It’s more than 700 miles of reservoirs, aqueducts, pumping plants, and
pipelines supply 27 million Californians and irrigates 750,000 acres of fertile
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farmland. California now faces difficult choices about how to maintain and
modernize that system as runoff patterns shift, infrastructure ages, and proposals to
improve local supply options carry significantly different costs, benefits, and
impacts. All the public water agencies who fund the SWP have signed contracts to
continue to pay through 2085, ensuring that it will continue to be maintained.
Deliveries, however, will depend in large part on how its infrastructure and
operational rules are modernized.

Southern California has already reduced pressure on imported supplies through
conservation and local supply development. Metropolitan Water District reports
that decades of conservation, recycled water, and groundwater recovery have
helped cut per-capita potable water use across its service area by nearly 45
percent. Los Angeles County’s Water Plan builds on that progress, with goals to
reach 80 percent local water supply by 2045, add roughly 580,000 acre-feet of
local supply, and capture about 300,000 acre-feet of new stormwater each year
through recycling, conservation, groundwater, stormwater, and other strategies. For
the City of Los Angeles, Mayor Bass’s Climate Action Plan for Los Angeles sets
an ambitious target for the City to reach 70% local supply by 2035.

Water recycling represents one of the region’s largest opportunities. Pure Water
Southern California, a partnership between Metropolitan Water District and the
Los Angeles County Sanitation Districts, could produce up to 150 million gallons
of purified water per day, or about 155,000 acre-feet annually, enough to serve
roughly 1.5 million people. Within the City of Los Angeles, Pure Water Los
Angeles, led by LADWP and LA Sanitation and Environment, will use wastewater
treated at the Hyperion Water Reclamation Plant to develop a new source of
advanced purified drinking water. LADWP and LA Sanitation are also partnering
on the Los Angeles Groundwater Replenishment Project at the Donald C.
Tillman Water Reclamation Plant, which could provide up to 22,000 acre-feet
of purified recycled water annually to replenish the San Fernando Groundwater
Basin.

Stormwater capture, groundwater recharge, green infrastructure, and nature-based
solutions can add resilience while reducing flood risk, improving water quality,
and restoring habitat. Los Angeles County’s Safe Clean Water Program, created
by voters through Measure W in 2018, uses a parcel tax on impermeable
surfaces to generate dedicated local funding for stormwater capture and
water-quality projects across the County. The program supports regional
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infrastructure, municipal projects, and community investments that capture and
clean stormwater, expand local water supplies, and create benefits such as parks
and green space. In a state with exceptional biodiversity, investments in wetlands,
floodplains, spreading grounds, and other natural systems can help communities
manage more intense storms while strengthening ecosystems stressed by drought,
altered streamflows, and habitat loss.

Building new supplies only addresses part of the challenge. Like the State Water
Project system, Los Angeles also has to modernize the aging infrastructure that
already carries, treats, stores, and delivers water to nearly four million people.
Recent water-main breaks have made that need visible: LADWP operates more
than 7,300 miles of mainlines and trunk lines, and about 30 percent of its
distribution mainline is more than 80 years old. Some of the pipes now failing
beneath city streets date back more than a century and are approaching the end of
their useful life, adding urgency and cost to the City’s broader capital program.

The larger challenge is turning these plans into projects quickly and affordably.
California and Los Angeles must fund new supply, resilience, and replacement
infrastructure while households and businesses already face affordability pressures.
Major water projects can take a decade or more to plan, permit, finance, and build,
driving up costs and increasing the consequences of delay. Making public dollars
go further will require better project delivery and more opportunities for public-
private partnerships and innovative financing models that can bring additional
capital and expertise to viable projects without shifting unsustainable costs onto
ratepayers.

Taken together, California faces a generational infrastructure challenge: modernize
the systems we already depend on, build more local resilience, and find faster,
more affordable ways to finance and deliver both. This panel will examine how
Southern California’s water agencies and infrastructure partners are responding to
these challenges, what stands in the way of faster delivery, and how public-private
partnerships and innovative financing can help move critical projects forward
without undermining affordability.



