
California’s rainy season is over. The 
map at right shows the drought’s 
severity and explains why the Gover-
nor and State Water Board mandated 
a 25% cut in urban water use. 

The Water Board created 8 con-
servation tiers, ranging from 8% to 
36% cuts, with conservation goals based 
on each community’s average daily per 
capita water use. San Francisco, East Los 
Angeles and other cities currently using less 
than 50 gallons per day must cut 8% from 
their 2013 levels (to avoid penalizing 2014 con-
servation), while Beverly Hills and Hillsborough 
must cut 36%. Santa Cruz and some other places 
have already met their conservation goals, and need 
only continue their current efforts. Other cities still need 
to develop rules to reach their conservation targets.

Lawns are among Governor Brown’s targets, as a 
form of landscape that doesn’t belong in a dry state. The 
Board’s priority is outdoor water use, which accounts for 
half of the state’s residential water use.

Shouldn’t Agriculture Conserve?
The Governor didn’t single out agriculture, pointing out 
that the industry’s water deliveries from state and federal 
water projects were 5% last year and are 0% this year, 
and that the State Board has acted to limit surface water 
diversions by water rights holders.

Yet big agriculture, funded by Wall Street investors, 
continues to plant new permanent crops, extracting 

groundwater at unsustainable levels. Clean Water 
Action has called on the Governor to place a 

moratorium on drilling wells for new crops. 
That would limit senseless exploitation of 

groundwater, and would help farmers 
and communities whose existing 
wells have gone dry, by shortening 
wait times for new wells.

Long-term Solutions
Conserving water is the fastest, most 

cost-effective way to make it through a drought. Invest-
ments are also needed now to recharge depleted aquifers 
and in other projects to help with future droughts. Some 
proposed water supply “solutions” would have huge 
ecosystem impacts (desalination, tunnels, and convey-
ances). The least harmful, most reliable, affordable 
supplies are the ones already in place — they just need to 
be used more effectively. More than 90% of California’s 
urban water supply is used once and flushed away, mostly 
into the ocean. Clean Water Action supports legislation 
and regulations for investment in the Three Rs of water 
use — Reduce (through conservation), Reuse (through 
on-site gray water and stormwater capture systems) and 
Recycle (wastewater).

California’s Water Crisis and the Three Rs of Water
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As California grapples with extreme drought, contamination 
from oil and gas wastewater disposal has emerged as a 
growing threat. With new industry reporting requirements 
won by Clean Water Action, information on environmental 
damage from oil and gas waste is mounting. 

California oil drillers produce more 130 billion 
gallons of wastewater annually. This “produced water” 
is high in salts and other harmful chemicals, such as cancer-
causing benzene and crop-killing boron. Dangerously 
deficient oversight of disposal has left groundwater, surface 
water and air quality vulnerable to industry practices.

Injection into underground sources of drinking 
water. As a result of 2013 groundwater monitoring rules 
Clean Water Action helped pass, state regulators uncovered 
more than 2,500 wells that were improperly permitted to 
inject directly into federally protected aquifers containing 
water that may be suitable for drinking or irrigation. This 
year, Clean Water Action is working to reform oversight of 
injection wells by sponsoring Assembly Bill 356 (Williams), 
which would stop future injection into drinking water 
sources. Clean Water Action is also leading the charge to 
shut down the still operating illegal injection wells, helping 
deliver more than 25,000 signatures to Gov. Brown and 
providing expert testimony at oversight hearings. Take action 
today to help shut down illegal injection wells, http://bit.ly/
StopInjection

Disposal into open pits. A Clean Water Action 
investigation released in November 2014, helped uncover 
widespread dumping of toxic wastewater 
into open and unlined pits in the Central 
Valley. In the Pits (www.cleanwateraction.
org/publication/pits) documents illegal 
use of disposal pits designed to let 
dangerous chemicals seep into the ground 
and evaporate into the air. Exposing this 
issue has forced regulators to identify 
200 more previously unknown pits, 
begin cracking down on unpermitted 
pits, and shut down the most dangerous 
disposal sites. 

Irrigation with oil field wastewater. Some Kern 
County farmers have turned to oil field wastewater to 
irrigate their crops, purchasing diluted wastewater from oil 
producers. Required safety testing is sorely lacking and the 
state has done little to make sure toxic chemicals are not 
present in this irrigation water. 

The oil industry’s wastes are proving to be a major threat 
to California’s water supply. Clean Water Action is working to 
hold industry accountable and protect vital aquifers. 

Solving California’s 
Oil and Gas Wastewater Mess

TAKE ACTION ON 
GROUNDWATER: 
Make Information Public
Clean Water Action and its members 
helped pass 2014 legislation that, for 
the first time, requires California’s 
groundwater to be managed 
sustainably. Yet despite this win, 
information on groundwater is still 
severely restricted. An archaic 1949 
law bans public access to data the 
state has collected on hundreds of 
thousands of wells — information 
on well locations, soil types and 
groundwater depth that can be used 
to provide a 3-dimensional view of 
California’s groundwater basins.  Sen. 
Pavley, who championed last-year’s 
groundwater bill, has introduced 
SB 20 to eliminate this secrecy 
requirement.

E-mail your representative in support 
of SB 20, www.cleanwater.org/
action/protect-groundwater-today

AFTER TEN YEARS, the US EPA has 
restored protection under the Clean 
Water Act to 60% of our stream miles 
and millions of acres of wetlands. 
These are waterways 
that used to be pro-
tected from pollution, 
but those protections 
were called into question a decade ago, 
putting the sources of drinking water 
for 1 in 3 Americans at risk. 

Thank you to EPA Administrator 
Gina McCarthy and President 
Obama for fixing this problem and 
protecting clean water.

HISTORIC VICTORY TO 
PROTECT OUR WATER



Californians dump 38 tons of tiny plastic microbeads 
annually into inland waterways and the ocean. Sources 
include plastic-filled personal care products, such as 
toothpaste, facial scrubs, body cleansers, and shampoos 
that wash down the drain when used. The solution: 
Manufacturers should stop using plastic microbeads. 
Clean Water Action is campaigning to make sure they do. 

Plastic microbeads are put in personal care prod-
ucts as exfoliants or, in the 
case of toothpaste, for color. 
A single product can contain 
350,000  beads. Wastewater 
treatment does not remove 
these particles, and they end 
up in waterways. There, they 
absorb flame retardants, poly-
chlorinated biphenyls (PCBs), 
polyaromatic hydrocarbons 
(PAHs) and other toxics that 
are also discharged into wa-
terways. When aquatic species 
mistake plastic beads for food, 
the toxins move up the food 
chain, affecting fish people eat. 
Microbeads in toothpaste can also trap gum disease-
causing bacteria when they collect in users’ mouths. 

Clean Water Action is sponsoring Assembly Bill 
888 (Bloom), which would ban plastic microbeads 

from personal products sold in California. Safe and 
environmentally responsible alternatives include clay, 
beeswax, ground fruit pits and nut shells, sea salt, and 
cocoa beans. Some companies already use or are mov-
ing toward these alternatives, and several toothpaste 
companies have committed to stop using plastic beads 
altogether. Since many manufactures are not making 
the switch, voluntary action is not enough. 

Industry lobbyists are 
trying to win a loophole that 
would allow “biodegradable” 
plastics in place of petrochem-
ical plastics, as they have done 
in Illinois and other states. 
Clean Water Action opposes 
using biodegradables because 
they do no degrade quickly 
enough in the marine environ-
ment. Like all plastics, biode-
gradables accumulate toxins 
and are ingested by wildlife. 
AB 888 does not allow any 
plastic microbeads in personal 
care products. Manufacturers 

are pushing for federal legislation (HR 4895) to create 
a national biodegradeable loophole and preempt state 
laws banning them.

Plastic Microbeads Should Not Be Fish Food

Read personal care product labels carefully. 
If you see the words polyethylene or 
polypropylene, don’t buy it.

MICROBEADS: WHAT YOU CAN DO
1. Don’t buy personal care products that list “polyethylene” or “polypropylene” on the label.
2. Contact your state legislator in support of AB 888, www.cleanwateraction.org/BanTheBeadCA
3. Contact your U.S. Rep. and Senators; urge their opposition to microbeads legislation that would allow 

biodegradable plastics.

How to Save Water at Home 
Fixing leaky faucets, toilets or pipes, taking shorter showers, running dishwashers and 
laundry machines only when full, and brooming (not spraying) driveways and sidewalks 
are all simple, no-cost ways to conserve water during a drought.

Investing modestly in water conservation can do even more to counter rising water 
costs, with newer water and energy-efficient kitchen, laundry and bath appliances and 
fixtures, for example. Many available rebates can add to the savings.

Faucet aerators are another low-cost, high-impact solution. Outdoors, use mulch 
to reduce weeds and evaporation, and plant drought tolerant plants. Rain barrels can 
capture roof runoff for summer watering. Innovative water re-use systems can work 
well in many homes — how about yours? See www.greywateraction.org/contentabout-
greywater-reuse
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faces of fracking:
In January, Clean Water Action and 
Earthworks released Californians 
at Risk documenting exposure to 
harmful chemicals associated with 
oil development in two communities, 
www.cleanwateraction.org/feature/
californians-risk. One community, Lost 
Hills, sits among some of California’s 
most heavily developed oil fields. Many 
Lost Hills residents live just a half-mile 
from active wells. This community 
of 2,000 is largely low income and 
Spanish speaking, and many residents 
work in agriculture nearby. Clean Water 
Action’s organizing seeks to empower 
and support local leaders’ fight for 
community and health protections. 
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Clean Water Action’s Kern County organizer, 
Rosanna Esparza, featured on Faces of Fracking. 
Rosanna works with Lost Hills residents on health 
impacts from living on the fenceline of large scale oil 
production.


