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Opinion

California Rambling: Worth of 
water: The problem

This is the first in a series on the Sierra Nevada watershed. The next 
article will explore solutions and the final article in the series will 
describe benefits for El Dorado County.

“We never know the worth of water till the well is dry.” — Thomas 
Fuller, 1732.

California’s well is drying up. After four years of drought, the Sierra 
Nevada watershed has been damaged by forest fires and bark beetle 
infestations (Beetles 101, Property Owners Take Note, Dawn Hodson, 
Mountain Democrat, June 24). And, if more isn’t done to restore the 
Sierra Nevada watershed soon, all Californians will truly know the worth 
of water.

California’s Sierra Nevada watershed provides more than two-thirds of 
the water used by Californians and irrigates some 750,000 acres of 
farmland. It is essential to our populace, economy and way of life.

Healthy watersheds do more than supply water. They support healthy 
forests, meadows, rivers, streams, lakes and ecosystems. They nourish 
plant and animal life, collect and filter water, store carbon (which helps 
regulate climate and improve air quality). And, the Sierra Nevada 
watershed is an essential source of forest products, recreation and 
tourism.

Considering how vital the Sierra Nevada watershed is to California, one 
would think the state would be doing all it can to maintain the watershed 
and restore it. That isn’t happening.

In 2014 California voters approved $7.5 billion in general obligation 
bonds (Proposition 1) to increase water storage, water quality, flood 
protection and watershed protection and restoration. In comparison, 
they have approved $64 to $98 billion for a bullet train that will, once it 
is completed, serve a small fraction of those who depend upon the Sierra 
Nevada watershed.

Where will we go on that train if there’s no water at the other end of the 
line?

Considering the importance of a clean and abundant water supply for a 
growing population, industry and agriculture, the restoration of the 
Sierra Nevada watershed should be a priority, though it doesn’t appear to 
be.

EDH woman on a mission

University contributes art to the new 
downtown arena

Mondavi Center announces more added 
performances

Duty: U.S. Air Force Airman Eric T. Chally-
Butterworth

Vardas earns Eagle wings

Yes on L

Amador wineries have a big crush on visitors

Grow For It! Ornamental grasses

Refugee count

Find fall plants at El Dorado Chapter native 
plant sale

Search

Recent Posts

P L A C E R V I L L E ,  C A L I F O R N I A

HOME

NEWS

OPINION

LETTERS

SPORTS

PROSPECTING

ESSENTIALS

OBITUARIES

REAL ESTATE

GALLERY

CLASSIFIEDS

ADVERTISERS

AD RATES

CONTACT US

Page 1 of 2California Rambling: Worth of water: The problem

9/28/2016http://www.mtdemocrat.com/opinion/california-rambling-worth-of-water-the-problem/

The Sierra Nevada Conservancy, a state agency, states, “Right now, the 
Sierra Nevada region is  at a critical point. A century of fire suppression, a 
shortage of restoration efforts and years of drought have placed Sierra 
forests, lakes, meadows and streams at incredible risk.”

Last year alone, more than 29 million trees in California died as a result 
of drought, insects and disease, up from 3.3 million the previous year. 
Eighty percent of those trees were in the Sierra Nevada and a dead tree 
does little to prevent erosion.



Wildfires are becoming larger and more severe, as well. SNC reports that 
between 1984 and 2010, the number of wildfire acres that burned at high 
intensity rose by 50 percent. The 2013 Rim and 2014 King fires 
continued that trend with about half of the acreage burning at high 
intensity.

These high-intensity burn areas experience runoff and erosion rates five 
to 10 times greater than low or moderate-intensity burn areas, resulting 
in sediment that degrades water quality, damages hydropower 
infrastructure, fills reservoirs, prevents fish eggs from hatching and 
reduces storage capacity.

The U.S. Forest Service estimated following the King fire that during a 
five-year storm event, the equivalent of 226,000 dump trucks full of 
sediment can be expected to enter the Rubicon River watershed.

Similarly, Pine Flat Reservoir, downstream from the 2015 Rough Fire, is 
vulnerable. SNC predicts that should a 10-year storm event occur, 
upward of 2,000-acre-feet of sediment could get deposited in the lake, 
displacing enough water to supply 2,000 families for a year.

Those trees are not just essential to preventing sediment from being 
deposited in the watershed, but also to cleaning the air by absorbing 
carbon dioxide. Almost half of the carbon absorbed by California’s forests 
is stored by Sierra Nevada forests, enough to offset the annual emissions 
of more than 1,000 coal-fired power plants.

Sierra Nevada meadows are as threatened as are reservoirs; they’re 
important to capturing snowmelt and releasing it slowly through dry 
months. Meadows also filter sediment and pollutants, contributing to 
higher quality drinking water. However, many Sierra meadows have 
become degraded by wildfires and dead forests, diminishing their 
capacity to filter and store water.

The USFS regional forester estimated in 2011 that 500,000 acres need to 
be restored each year to improve forest health and watershed reliability.  
However, that’s two to three times greater than what’s being restored 
today.

Funding has been the primary barrier to increasing the pace and scale of 
restoration across the Sierra, though other challenges exist. Among 
them, the Sierra Nevada Watershed Improvement Program lists: 
improving coordination between federal, state and local agencies, 
adjusting air quality regulations to allow controlled burns that help thin 
forests susceptible to holocaustic wildfires, dedicating funds to 
restoration so that they are not used for other purposes, faster processing 
of environmental assessments and establishing mills and plants 
necessary to process the timber and create new profitable and 
sustainable markets and uses for it.

What Thomas Fuller wrote 284 years ago has never been truer. Let’s not 
wait till the well is dry to know the worth of water.

John Poimiroo is an award-winning travel and outdoor writer whose 
specialty is California.

Page 2California Rambling: Worth of water: The problem

9/28/2016http://www.mtdemocrat.com/opinion/california-rambling-worth-of-water-the-problem/

2 Comments Sort by

Nancy Picchi
Dear John,
Bart, Bullet Trains, Empty Buses, and no water to cleanse the dirty 
cities and countrysides. I'm moving to Camino from Contra Costa 
County. I'm a responsible owner,and caretaker of my small plot of 
land. Why have we allowed the bureaucratic departments to 
expand their waistlines, while our forests are plagued? There is no 
management as far as I can see. Why do I, and most other 
citizens keep quiet? Maybe we keep telling ourselves it will be ok. 
We the voters are left with 1/2 dead forests, because our decision 
makers are afraid to do their jobs.
Like · Reply · Sep 21, 2016 7:50am

Richard Smith
The only thing that produces natural fresh water is rain and snow. 
Trees, meadows and watershed have nothing to do with its 
production. How man captures and distributes the water is what 
counts.
Like · Reply · Sep 22, 2016 8:44am
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