power providers, cutting out the utility. Community choice aggregators, or CCAs, have
The Desert Sun - 02/22/2017
helped other parts of California reduce their
electricity bills while increasing their reli-

project.”

they want more local control than a regional
CCA could offer them. After reviewing a fea-

DANA HOBART
Rancho Mirage
councilmember

Please see ENERGY, 5A
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CVWD pushes for safe water in poor areas
ANNA RUMER THE DESERT SUN

The largest provider of water in the
Coachella Valley is taking steps to provide safe drinking water to historically
disadvantaged desert regions as part of
a nationwide push to better serve the
nearly 700,000 people in California
whose water does not meet safety standards.
The Coachella Valley Water District

about 10,000 Coachella Valley residents
relying on private wells for water are
not drinking water that is up to state
code. The majority of these people live
in the east valley, in historically underprivileged areas such as Mecca and
Thermal, where almost half the population lives under the poverty line, according to the U.S. Census. In addition

announced on Feb. 2 that it has formed a
new Disadvantaged Communities Infrastructure Task Force comprised of
representatives from local underserved communities, government
agencies and nonprofits to ensure everyone in the region has access to safe
and affordable water.
CVWD serves about 109,000 residential and business customers, primarily
in Riverside County, and estimates that

Please see WATER, 6A
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Rescuers chest-deep in water steered boats
full of people, some with babies and pets, on
Tuesday from a San Jose neighborhood inundated by water from an overflowing
creek. At least 225 residents were taken to
dry land.
CALIFORNIA, 11A

Rescuers
travel by boat
through
a flooded
neighborhood
looking for
stranded
residents in San
Jose on Tuesday.
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the tax for the next fiscal year is ing $605,300 in various depart$83,500 had to be pulled from to the City Council on Tuesday.
The city will begin receiving $5.7 million and $6.3 million in ments, including Community
reserves to close a deficit in its
Resources, which posted a
revenue from the tax increase 2018-19.
$40.4 million budget.
$238,500
increased
revenuestothis
Much
the good
news
is due in June, Campos said. Copy ReducedThe
TheofDesert
Sun
- 02/22/2017
to 78%
from original
fit letter
page budget increase. Of
year are also due to develop- that, $106,000 is for three school
This fiscal year ends July 1.
to the passage of Measure G,
“We have estimated a conser- ment fee hikes the council ap- resource officers and overtime
which raises the city’s sales tax

Department — which provides
the city’s law enforcement services — to see how the city’s
costs can be reduced,
Director
Page : A06
of Community Resources Chris
Escobedo said.

Water

it include more than 1.5 million
Californians who get their water from domestic wells and
small water systems not regulated by the state.
Putting together a dedicated
task force to this issue is a positive step for CVWD, said Phoebe Seaton with the Leadership
Counsel for Justice and Accountability, but it has to be
matched by the push statewide
for a safe and affordable drinking water fund, which would not
only identify the specific need
but also look at funding from
various sources to promote infrastructure and clean water in
communities that have been going without.
Senate Bill 623, which was introduced Friday, would be the
first step toward accomplishing
that, designating resources to
provide clean water across the
state.
“I think what CVWD is doing
... is a critical component that
needs to be married with this
fund, because right now there
isn’t the money for (improvements,)” she said.
Overall, Seaton said she’s
“over the moon” knowing there
will be real progress made towards solving the issue soon.
“There is so much enthusiasm in Sacramento on this, in
the capitol and beyond,” she
said. “We’re optimistic, it just
feels like this is the year.”
Reporter Ian James contributed to this story.
Anna Rumer is a reporter
covering the Eastern Coachella
Valley for The Desert Sun. She
can be reached at (760) 2855490,
anna.rumer@desert
sun.com or on Twitter @AnnaR
umer.

Continued from 1A

to the estimated hundreds of
private wells and small systems, two public water systems
— Saint Anthony Trailer Park in
Mecca and Oasis Gardens Water Co. in Thermal — are both
out of compliance due to higherthan-permitted levels of arsenic in the water, according to
data published by the State Water Resources Control Board.
Arsenic contamination, in
addition to that of chromium-6
and microbes from nearby septic systems, is linked to health
issues such as cancer, cardiovascular disease and kidney
problems amongst others. But
depending on bottled water, as
many people with unsafe drinking water do, is expensive, and
results in a high consumption of
sugary sodas or juices, according to Mariela Magana with the
Leadership Counsel for Justice
and Accountability.
Magana grew up in the east
valley, first in Thermal and then
in Coachella as she got older.
She remembers not being allowed to drink from the faucet
as a kid, and the financial hardship of subsisting through the
week on refilled plastic gallons
and bottles of water. She also remembers drinking far more
sugary drinks as a kid than she
would now as an adult.
“For the most part these are
people whose income is very
low,” she said. “It adds to the
other social issues they face ... it
really is a multifaceted issue.”
The groundwork for the
CVWD task force began years

“For the most part
these are people
whose income is very
low. It adds to the
other social issues
they face.”
MARIELA MAGANA
Leadership Counsel for
Justice and Accountability

ago with Union De Polancos, a
group of about 30 mobile home
community members who were
pushing for the infrastructure
that would allow them to connect to the clean water of the
CVWD system, according to
Cástulo R. Estrada, vice president of the CVWD board of directors, who’s spearheading the
task force. During his campaign
for water board election, Estrada said he spoke a lot with these
local advocates, and was moved
by their plight.
“These communities have
been here for 40 years, 30
years,” he said. “They’re not
just popping up, they’ve been
here.”
CVWD’s philosophy has long
been not to serve people who
are not customers of the district, Estrada said, which he
thinks is hard to reconcile when
there are people nearby who
don’t have access to clean water.
“When I got on the board in
2014, my philosophy was that
they’re in our service area and
we have to take a more proactive approach,” he said, “and not
rely on the nonprofits.”
The task force’s goals include pursuing grant funding

for short-term solutions such as
rebates for the installation of
under-the-counter water filters,
septic system improvements
and well retrofits, as well as
long-term solutions such as extending CVWD’s infrastructure
into areas of need, according to
the task force’s mission statement.
In addition to seeking out
grant funding to connect underprivileged customers to the
CVWD, Estrada said he hopes
the task force can help influence board policy change, so
that the clean water advocacy
isn’t dependent on outside funding. Like golf courses, which
can connect to the CVWD system for free, Estrada says poor
communities need to be prioritized.
“We need to be actively pursuing getting these folks connecting in the same way that we
pursue
connecting
golf
courses,” he said.
Included in the task force are
representatives from CVWD’s
board, the Riverside County Supervisor’s Office, Assembly
member Eduardo Garcia’s office, Pueblo Unido Community
Development
Corporation,
Building Healthy Communities,
Leadership Counsel for Justice
and Accountability, Coachella
Valley Housing Coalition, Riverside County Transportation
and Land Management Agency,
mobile home park owners and
community members.
The problem of unsafe drinking water extends far beyond
the Coachella Valley. According
to a map published recently by
the State Water Resources Control Board, 292 public water
systems serving more than

690,000 people in the state —
nearly 2 percent of the population — are currently out of compliance with drinking water
standards.
This is unacceptable to the
Visalia-based Community Water Center, which was founded
in 2006 to address the drinking
water problems of California’s
Central Valley communities. In
a Feb. 7 press phone call, cofounder and co-executive director Laurel Firestone compared
California’s situation to that of
the highly-publicized Flint,
Mich. water crisis, in which it
was discovered that due to insufficient treatment, more than
100,000 people had been exposed to high levels of lead in
their drinking water. In January
2016, a federal state of emergency was called for the city,
and residents today are still advised to ingest only bottled or
filtered water.
“We’re here today because
California has far more people
suffering from unsafe drinking
water than the population of
Flint, Mich.,” Firestone said.
“Our state needs to address this.
We can’t wait any longer. And
we look forward to working
with the leaders of our state to
develop a sustainable source of
funding to finally make the human right to water a reality for
all Californians.”
The number of Californians
without clean drinking water is
likely an underestimate, said
Jenny Rempel, Director of Education and Engagement for the
Community Water Center out of
Sacramento, as the data for the
map doesn’t include chromium-6, perchlorate and a number
of bacterial violations, nor does
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