
 
 
Rising to the Climate Challenge 
By Thomas Wong, Board President, San Gabriel Valley Municipal Water District 
 
We are at a confluence of crises. The global pandemic and Delta variant continue to wreak 
havoc, but our region is also hampered by the devastating impacts of the climate crisis, with 
massive wildfires blazing, extreme heat, and severe drought conditions spreading across the 
state. We need to act boldly, commensurate with the scale of the climate crisis, before it’s too 
late.  
 
Climate change is evidenced in the San Gabriel Valley by the return of intense drought 
conditions. In August, the federal government declared a water shortage on the Colorado River 
for the first time ever, triggering painful water cuts for southwestern states. Also, the Edward 
Hyatt Power Plant at Lake Oroville was shut down for the first time since it opened in 1967 due 
to unprecedented low water levels, and the state took unprecedented action to force farmers 
to cut back on water they use from the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta watershed. This year, the 
State Water Project, a source of water for 27 million Californians, is only delivering 5% of 
requested allocations.   
 
The San Gabriel Valley depends on water from the State Water Project and the Colorado River, 
as well as local rainfall, to meet our needs. Local rainfall from July 2020 until June 2021 was the 
lowest July-June period in recorded history, and 16 of the past 20 years have featured below 
average rainfall. Urgent action is needed.   
 
We must build out more resilient sources of water supply if our region is to thrive in the 
decades to come, including accelerating and expanding investments in water recycling, 
stormwater capture, and water use efficiency, which includes replacing old appliances with 
water efficient models. Fixing aging infrastructure in homes, businesses and utilities is critical: 
10 percent of homes in the U.S. have leaks that waste 90 gallons or more per day; and 10 
percent of all urban water deliveries in California are lost to leaks annually.  
 
The U.S. Senate’s recently passed bipartisan infrastructure package is a small step in the right 
direction. The Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act sets aside $8.3 billion for western water 
infrastructure investments, $3.3 billion for wildfire response and mitigation, and $2.1 billion for 
ecosystem restoration. The bill also sets aside $55 billion to help replace lead pipes and to 
address per- and polyfuoroalkyl substances (PFAS), harmful chemical contaminants which are 



found in some of our water supplies locally. More investments are needed, and optimism 
abounds for further federal action to address the climate crisis.  
 
The country and the San Gabriel Valley need these investments urgently, and our local 
governments, including our water districts, must be ready to implement these investments 
effectively and equitably. Our cities and residents answered the call for water conservation 
during the most recent historic drought and LA County voters signaled their support for 
investments in resilient water supplies by approving Measure W in 2018 to build out multi-
benefit stormwater capture infrastructure. 
 
Climate models, including the recent United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC) report, show that current conditions may be here to stay, and without 
significantly stepped-up action on climate change, conditions will worsen even more. We need 
to adapt our communities and our infrastructure to these conditions. Our leaders at the global, 
federal, regional and local levels must act urgently and collaboratively to address the climate 
crisis and ensure the sustainability of our communities. We have no time to waste.  
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