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July 31, 2026 
 
To: Sonoma County Local Agency Formation Commission  via email 
RE: Opposition to Formation of the Proposed Alexander Valley Water District as proposed           
 
 Dear Chair and Commissioners: 
 
On behalf of Friends of the Mark West Watershed (FMWW), we appreciate the opportunity to 
comment on the proposal to form the Alexander Valley Water District (“AVWD”). 
 
FMWW is a community of neighbors, landowners, and supporters dedicated to preserving, 
protecting, and restoring the Mark West Creek and its watershed as a natural and community 
resource. FMWW is a 501(c)(3) non-profit organization that works to engage the community in 
hands-on ecologically-based stewardship projects and educational opportunities. FMWW also 
collaborates with several other non-profit and governmental agencies invested in the ecological health 
and sustainability of the Mark West Watershed. We have long worked with our partner to better 
understand and advocate for sustainable management of our water resources. 
 
We recognize the significant water management challenges facing Alexander Valley and support efforts 
to improve long-term planning, coordination, and stewardship of local water resources. The issue 
before the Commission, however, is not whether improved water management is desirable, but whether 
the proposed governmental structure is the appropriate institutional vehicle for accomplishing those 
objectives. 
 
Formation of a special district creates a permanent governmental entity that will likely exercise public 
authority for generations. Accordingly, the governance structure approved should be commensurate 
with the responsibilities that entity has requested and is expected to undertake in the future. As 
currently proposed, we do not believe the AVWD meets that standard. 
 
The Proposed Governance Model Is Not Appropriate for the District’s Intended Functions 
The Cortese-Knox-Hertzberg Local Government Reorganization Act (“CKH Act”) recognizes that 
California employs different models of district governance. Government Code sections 56049 and 
56050 define landowner-voter districts, while section 56072 separately defines registered-voter 
districts. Government Code section 56065 further provides that a district’s governance structure is 
determined by its principal act. 
Together, these provisions recognize that different governmental functions may warrant different 
governance structures. The issue before LAFCO is therefore not whether a landowner-voter district is 

 



 
legally permissible. Rather, it is whether that model of governance is appropriate for the public 
responsibilities this proposal seeks to assign to the district. 
 
The proposal before the Commission contemplates a substantially broader institutional role. According 
to the Plan for Service, the AVWD may participate in regional water planning, groundwater 
management, groundwater recharge, water-sharing programs, conservation initiatives, watershed wide 
programs, watershed restoration, and potentially future groundwater sustainability responsibilities. 
Those activities extend beyond the management of property interests as proposed to serve on the 
District Board, and involve interconnected water resources that affect domestic well users, neighboring 
jurisdictions, downstream communities, fisheries, public trust resources, and the broader Russian River 
watershed. 
 
Although California law recognizes landowner-voter districts, that recognition reflects a legislative 
judgment that different governmental functions may warrant different governance structures. It does not 
relieve the Commission of its responsibility under Government Code section 56668 to determine 
whether the proposed governance model is appropriate for this particular district. 
 
The Proposed Voting Structure Concentrates Political Authority Among the Largest Landowners 
The proposal also raises concerns about allocating political influence based on the amount of land 
owned, including property improvements, and how that discrepancy could result in disproportionate 
harm to other district members. 
 
The proposal therefore does more than limit participation to landowners—it concentrates 
decision-making authority among the district’s largest landowners. Yet the district’s decisions will affect 
all landowners and residents within its boundaries, including owners of smaller parcels, rural residents, 
leaseholders and domestic well users whose water supplies, property interests, and financial 
obligations may be directly affected by district policies. Decisions regarding groundwater management, 
conservation priorities, infrastructure investments, recharge projects, assessments, regional planning, 
and future district programs may therefore be disproportionately influenced by a relatively small number 
of large landowners despite affecting a much broader community. 
 
The issue is not simply who may vote, but how political influence is distributed among those subject to 
the district’s governance. By weighting votes according to acreage ownership, the proposal creates a 
governance structure in which representative participation decreases as the consequences of district 
decisions become more broadly shared. This allocation of political authority within a public agency and 
over crucial water decisions would establish a system where a select few wield disproportionate control 
and can impose widely disparate impacts. 
 
The Proposed Boundaries Extend the District’s Influence Beyond Those Represented in Its 
Governance 
The governance concerns do not end at the district’s proposed boundaries. The Department of Water 
Resources has both defined and identified the Alexander Valley Groundwater Basin in Bulletin 118 as 
an interconnected hydrogeologic system. The proposed district, however, encompasses only a portion 
of that basin while contemplating groundwater management, recharge, watershed restoration, and 
other activities that inherently affect interconnected surface and groundwater resources extending 
beyond district boundaries. 



 
The significance of this mismatch is not merely technical. Governmental boundaries determine who 
participates in district governance, while hydrologic boundaries often determine who experiences the 
effects of district decisions. Where those two boundaries diverge, questions naturally arise regarding 
whether those affected by district actions have meaningful opportunities for representation. 
Consequently, neighboring landowners, local governments, domestic well users, downstream 
communities, and other watershed stakeholders may experience the effects of district decisions despite 
having no representation in district governance. The district’s proposed sphere of influence would 
therefore extend beyond the communities represented by its governing body. 
 
Government Code section 56668 directs the Commission to evaluate, among other considerations, the 
logical formation of boundaries, the interests of affected communities, and whether a proposal serves 
the public interest. Those considerations are directly implicated where a district’s anticipated 
responsibilities extend beyond the boundaries of the electorate empowered to govern it, like here. 
 
This proposal presents two related representational concerns. First, within the proposed district, 
political influence would be concentrated among the largest landowners despite district decisions 
affecting a much broader community of landowners, residents, and domestic well users. Second, 
beyond the district’s boundaries, the proposal contemplates activities capable of affecting 
interconnected water resources and neighboring communities that would have no representation in 
district governance. That mismatch between governmental influence and public representation is 
precisely the type of institutional question the Legislature entrusted to LAFCO when evaluating 
proposals to create new governmental entities. 
 
Water resources may be interconnected, but public accountability should not become disconnected 
from the communities affected by governmental decisions. The broader the district’s proposed 
responsibilities become, the broader its representative governance should become. As currently 
proposed, the AVWD moves in the opposite direction. 
 
For these reasons, we respectfully urge the Commission to deny the proposal unless and until a 
governance framework is developed that more appropriately aligns representative government with the 
scope of the district’s intended authorities and functions. 
Thank you for your consideration. 
 
Sincerely, 
 

​ ​ ​  
Harriet Buckwalter​ ​ ​ ​ ​  
FMWW Co-Chair​ ​ ​ ​ ​  
hbuck@sonic.net​ ​ ​ ​ ​  
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