
                                                                                                                         

…when global demand 
for water exceeds 
renewable supply… 
 
 
…Desalination is NOT 
the answer… 
 
 
…But, there are 
alternatives… 
 
 
Inside: What one 
community is doing. 

 
 

 

 

Conservation Solutions 
• Year round limits on landscape watering 

         http://www.cityofsantacruz.com/index.aspx?page=410 

 

• Graywater Recycling 

http://www.cityofsantacruz.com/index.aspx?page=1402 

 

• Stormwater Harvesting 

http://wahaso.com/stormwater_harvesting.php?gclid=CPvc4vbt1aAC
FRdSagodzFT5sA 

 

• Rainwater Collection 

http://www.whollyh2o.org/rainwater.html 

 

Supply Solutions 
 

• Water Neutral Development 

http://www.soquelcreekwater.com/WDO_Info.htm 

 

• Waste Water Reclamation 

http://www.rain-barrel.net/wastewater-reclamation-and-reuse.html 

 

• Groundwater Replenishment 

http://www.gwrsystem.com/ 

 

• Permeable Pavement 

http://www.perviouspavement.org/ 

 

• Regulations on Groundwater Pumping  

 
 
 
This pamphlet is part of PeakWater.org’s community 
activism series, your guide to desalination in Santa 
Cruz and Soquel Water Districts in California.  
 

 

 

 
Peak Water is pushing its way past 
Peak Oil to the front lines of the war 
on Climate Change. We at 
PeakWater.org believe that the lack of 
access to uncontaminated, drinkable 
water is the single greatest crisis 
facing civilization and the 
environment. We must mobilize. Now. 
 
 
 
 
PeakWater.org is a global water news 
aggregate, an awareness-building 
collective, and a forum for public 
discourse. We profile global water 
conservation and management 
initiatives, and engage in community-
based activism in effort to promote 
water literacy through NGO and 
academic partnerships.  
 
 
 
 
According to the Santa Cruz Sentinel, 
as of March 24, the Santa Cruz City 
Council supports moving forward with 
the project. Please sign our petition, 
which will be submitted to the city 
council. With 3,500 signatures we can 
put this decision in the hands of the 
community. To sign, please visit:  

www.peakwater.org 
 
 

 
 

Alternatives To Desal 



Questions & Answers on Desalination

Santa Cruz and Soquel Creek Water Departments 
are collaborating on a plan to build a 
desalination plant. The plant is meant to provide 
drought security for Santa Cruz, and reduce 
pumping from the aquifer in the Soquel District. 
The aquifer is in a dangerous state of overdraft.

Q.  What does desalination cost?
A. The cost to turn ocean water into potable 
drinking water ranges from $3600 to $6000 for a 
million gallons, according to the Pacific Institute. 
Compare the cost to treat and deliver a million 
gallons of water from Santa Cruz’s reservoir, Loch 
Lomond---$120  --SC Water Dept. Integrated 
Water Plan (2003)  

Q. Who will pay for the plant construction and 
operating costs?
A. Water customers. Soquel Creek Water District 
Board President, Bruce Daniels, estimated that 
the plant could cost up to $120 million. While 
no final decision has been made on plant 
construction, $17.5 million in pre-construction 
costs is already committed. 

Q.  What is the energy cost of desalination?
A.  Desalination is by far the most energy 
intensive water source, consuming more than 8 
times the energy needed to extract groundwater. 
As the supply of cheap energy (oil, natural gas) 
diminishes, the price of desalinated water will 
rise.

Q.  How much electricity would the plant use?
A.  To reduce groundwater pumping by 20%, 
the Soquel Creek Water District would use the 
desalination plant at 1 million gallons/day. This 
would more than double the District’s current 
annual power use of 3500mw-h.

Q.  What is the greenhouse gas impact 
of the increased energy use of the plant?
A.  Power for the plant will come from PG&E, 
which derives 50% of its power from fossil fuel 
sources (natural gas & coal). Carbon dioxide from 
burning fossil fuel is a greenhouse gas.
Q.  Are there ways to offset the greenhouse gases 
produced by the plant?
A.  The scientific consensus is that we need to 
reduce our greenhouse gas emissions by 80% 
to avoid the worst effects of climate change. 
Achieving this goal will be a huge challenge. 
If we increase our electric use, mainly to avoid 
restrictions on landscape watering, we make it 
harder to achieve reduction goals.

Desal Plant in Santa Barbara, completed, 1991; 
never used

Q.  Are there other environmental costs 
associated with desalination?
A.  Desalination produces wastes including 
anti-scale additives and corrosion products. 
Solid wastes are disposed of in the land fill and 
dissolved wastes discharged into the ocean. 
This kind of soil, groundwater, and marine 
contamination could impact organisms on a 
cellular level. The impact on the organisms can be 
transmitted throughout the food chain.
In addition, the process of sucking seawater into 
the plant can kill tiny marine organisms that get 
trapped on filters.

Q.  Can Soquel reduce its groundwater pumping 
without building a desal plant?
A.  Soquel can reduce aquifer pumping to 
sustainable levels by a series of low-cost measures:
•  Permanent landscape water restrictions (mild 
restrictions in 2009 achieved a 14% drop in peak-
season water use)
•  Limits on private well pumping (1000 private 
wells share the aquifer)
•  Rebates for graywater installations (It is now 
legal to run laundry water into the landscape) and 
rainwater catchment
•  Incentives/requirements for drought-tolerant 
landscaping

Q.  Can Santa Cruz achieve drought security 
without building a desal plant?
A.  “Extreme drought is a statistically rare event”, 
according to the Santa Cruz Water Department. 
The probability of a “worst-case” drought, 
requiring peak-season customer curtailments 
of over 30%, is 1 in 59 years, according to 
the Department’s Integrated Water Plan. All 
other expected drought events would require 
curtailments of less than 20%. (Mild landscape 
restrictions in 2009 resulted in 14% curtailment). 
The severity of curtailments is expected to 
increase with growth in water demand. Although 
water demand has declined since its peak in 
1987, the City has no current policy of water-
neutral development to ensure that water use in 
new development will be offset by conservation 
measures in existing development.

In addition to adopting a water-neutral 
development policy,  the City can improve 
its drought security through conservation. 
Conservation measures would reduce summer 
draining of the City’s only reservoir, Loch Lomond, 
ensuring that the City would have maximum 
reserves in the event of drought. 


