
OJAI WATER: WHAT WILL THE FUTURE BRING? 

by Kit Stolz 

 

Dennis Shives, an Ojai artist and musician, walks the popular Horn Canyon Trail behind 
Thacher School in the East End of Ojai almost every morning. Often at dawn he sees 
bears heading back to the hills after raiding garbage cans, but right now he’s more 
concerned about the survival of a different species through the current drought, which 
scientists say is the worst we’ve seen in a century in this region. 

Several Big Leaf Maples, a species native to California, are browning badly from the top 
down. Shives calls the species “a water tree,” and says they are appear to be suffering as 
they never have before in his decades-long experience in Horn Canyon.  

Timothy Teague, a photographer in Ojai, also suspects they are in trouble.  

“I’ve been walking this trail since the l980’s, and this is the first year I’ve seen their 
leaves turn brown in the summer,” he said. “I don’t want to jump to conclusions but I 
think it’s accurate to say that they’re stressed.”  

David Magney, a native plant expert who for many years has worked as an 
environmental consultant in Ojai, agrees that the trees are suffering from drought, 
although he said that it’s possible they can recover. He said the Big Leaf maples are a 
riparian species, and vulnerable to aridity.  

The “Horn Canyon tree may be adapting to the drought by going dormant and will likely 
recover next year,” he said. “However it could be under attack by bark beetles and the 
fungus associated with them, which could kill the tree.” 

THE FOREST SERVICE’S PICTURE OF THE DROUGHT 

A study from last year synthesizing what climate change has meant and will mean for 
Los Padres National Forest by ecologist Nicole Molinari, which included weather data 
from the Ojai station, began with the statement that “California is currently 
experiencing the hottest and driest period in its recorded climate history [since 1895].”  

Scientists who study weather using “proxy data” such as tree rings that stretch hundreds 
and thousands of years back in time estimate that “while the precipitation deficits 
beginning in 2012 are not unprecedented in the paleoclimate, when coupled with rising 
temperatures, the current drought stands out as the most severe since the 9th century.” 

In other words, the worst drought in more than a thousand years. Already, according to 
data from Molinari and her fellow researchers for the Forest Service, “many seasonal or 
intermittent streams in the Los Padres National Forest are drying earlier and exhibiting 
previously unseen dry stretches.”  

In the Ojai area, according to data from the US Geological Survey’s Waterwatch, streams 
in the Ojai district such as Santa Paula Creek have declined by 23 per cent since the mid-
1980’s, putting it in the “Below Normal” category, while the Sespe (Creek) in the 
backcountry to the north – which is accessible from the popular trailhead in Rose Valley 
-- has declined to a “Much Below Normal” level.  



In large part the researchers attribute this shift to  greater variability in rainfall in 
our region over the last four decades. The average rainfall in Ojai area has not 
substantially changed in terms of average amount of precipitation in decades, but much 
wider swings now play out between dry years (such as 2012-2013, which recorded less 
than four inches of rain in the South Coast region) and wet years (such as 1997-l998, 
which over the South Coast region averaged almost 30 inches, according to the National 
Oceanographic and Atmospheric Administration).  

“Even if mean annual precipitation is not changing, increases in interannual variability, 
which is already very high in California, has important implications for ecosystems and 
fire management,” Molinari writes in the paper, which is available on-line and is called 
“A summary of current trends and probable future trends in climate and climate-driven 
processes in the Los Padres National Forest and neighboring lands.”  

Chaparral, which covers more than a third of the lands in the nearby national forest, is 
burning much more frequently in recent decades than in the 20th century. The “return 
interval” – how often a particular area burns – had been estimated to be about 55 years 
in the 20th century; a recent study from a decade ago estimated “in areas of Southern 
California dominated by chaparral…the modern fire return intervals may now be 10-20 
years or less.”  

At the same time fire behavior in the Ojai district is changing, drought and bark beetle 
infestations are killing trees on what is believed to be an unprecedented scale. The 
national forest lost 43,926 acres of forest in 2014, according to the Molinari report, 
“largely...in the Mt. Pinos Ranger District, where pinyon, Jeffrey, and coast live oak were 
heavily impacted.” That’s more than 10,000 acres greater than was lost in 2013.  

The ecologists also found evidence that even without fire, drought is forcing “species 
upslope and northward” – including migratory birds, Spotted Owls, and shrubs and 
trees. Many large trees such as Big Leaf Maples over the course of the century in 
Southern California are expected by ecologists to be replaced by grasses and annuals.  

MODELING A NEW KIND OF AGRICULTURE FOR OJAI 

For Connor Jones, who leads the communal East End Eden farm off Ladera Road in 
Ojai, conventional agricultural practices in Ojai are making an already difficult challenge 
with drought much worse than it need be.  

During a rainy stretch of days this spring, Jones saw run-off from a nearby farm filling 
an agricultural ditch and rushing away. The loss of that precious rainwater – which he 
has spent years trying to save on his property -- frustrated him. On the spur of the 
moment he filmed a video about it called “Drought is a Choice,” The video was posted on 
line, and within days, according to his associates at Ojai Permaculture, went viral and 
racked up hundreds of thousands of views.  

“The solution to this immense problem is a subtle change in the design and 
management of our water resource,” he said. “Instead of paving, piping, and polluting 
water, and sending it away as quickly as possible, we have to change the standard 
narrative of water management in our culture. What we need to do is slow, spread, and 
sink the water into our orchards. This is an easy kind of intervention to make in the 
landscape, and if you do it right, it’s permanent.”  



Jones inherited the property he and a half-dozen associates have turned into a 
communal farm, using principles of an Australian concept called “permaculture” to take 
maximum advantage of all available water. Jones sees the farm as a model of a diverse 
agriculture that is substantially different from Ojai’s current water-intensive crops such 
as citrus and avocados. Using domestic animals, including small flocks of ducks and 
geese and half-dozen pigs, fed on produce gleaned weekly from unsold leftovers at the 
farmers’ market and from donations of unused food from Ojai restaurants, Jones said 
the farm produces food and returns enough money to support their efforts, augmented 
by proceeds from classes the farm offers in permaculture.   

“We can feed ourselves for six months on one pig and sell the rest, while feeding them 
on scraps,” Jones said, throwing spotted apples to the pigs kept in a moveable pen. 
“Meanwhile we are growing a “food forest” of trees such as olives, which don’t require 
enormous inputs of water and fertilizer, or the kind of carcinogenic chemicals that are 
used as pesticides.”   

Jones also argues that farms built around a permaculture model can be sustained on 
vastly less water than is required by conventional agriculture.  

“We have seen two rain events on this street this year generate tens of thousands of 
gallons of storm water run-off,” he said. “That’s enough water, if gathered and stored 
consciously, to sustain us for months.” 

CHANGING OUR WATER STORY: OFFICIALS TO MEET PUBLIC  

Water purveyors in Ojai, alarming by the steadily declining level of Lake Casitas, are 
also talking about making substantial changes. In the last installment of the series about 
water in Ojai published in July [Ojai Water Officials Looking at Options] different 
elected officials have suggested different options for a drought-stricken future, such as 
connecting to the state water system or even building a desalination plant in Ventura.  

Nothing has been decided, but next month Casitas will convene a “Regional Drought 
Summit” at the Oak View Recreation Center on September 22nd, at six o’clock.  

“We will be inviting local non-profits, elected officials, and stakeholders,” said Ron 
Merckling, spokesperson for the District. “I already have confirmations from the City of 
Ventura, Ventura River Water District, Meiners Oaks Water Agency, and Golden State 
Water Company.”  

THE VIEW FROM HORN CANYON 

Teague and his friends continue to visit Horn Canyon. He fears that this drought could 
mean the end of his beloved Big Leaf Maples, and notes that Alder trees in Ojai, another 
riparian species, have also largely died off in the stream beds. David Magney, the native 
plants expert, said that that different species have different survival strategies, including 
dormancy and dispersal, but agrees that extinction of some species in this area is a 
possibility.  

When he comes up to his four favorite maples he knows of in Horn Canyon, Teague 
often will stop to give them a hug.  

“I’m not really all that woo-woo,” he said with a laugh. “I think Ojai is still a special 
place. But it’s hard walking along the trail and seeing all these plants that are suffering.”  


