
 
 

   August 3, 2026 
LAFCO 
Sonoma County 
PO Box 1428 
111 Santa Rosa Avenue, Suite 240  
Santa Rosa, CA 95404 
 
Submitted via email to: Kasandra.Bowen@sonomacounty.gov  
 
RE: Alexander Valley Water District Formation Request for Reconsideration 

Dear Sonoma County LAFCO: 

On behalf of Russian Riverkeeper (RRK), thank you for the opportunity to submit comments 
regarding the Request for Reconsideration for the proposed formation of the Alexander Valley 
Water District (AVWD). 

RRK is a nonprofit organization that has successfully protected and restored the Russian River 
watershed since 1993. Our mission is to protect and restore our watershed environment for the 
benefit of current and future generations. To achieve this, we actively pursue the protection and 
restoration of our watershed, including its mainstem and tributaries, and our groundwaters 
through scientifically based advocacy, public outreach, and direct engagement with the Russian 
River community. 

RRK has consistently recognized the potential value of a locally governed public agency focused 
on water management in Alexander Valley. As climate change, recurring drought, groundwater 
challenges, and anticipated changes to the Potter Valley Project continue to reshape water 
management in the Russian River watershed, there is a growing need for institutions capable of 
improving coordination, transparency, conservation and restoration, expanding scientifically 
informed recharge projects, and helping all users and uses adapt to changing conditions. We 
continue to support that vision. 

Unfortunately, support for the concept of a new local water district cannot equate to support for 
every proposal. In response to the initial petition to form AVWD, RRK submitted comments 
expressing qualified support for the proposed district, identifying several areas of concern that 
we believed should be addressed before a district was formed. Our concerns focused on ensuring 
equitable governance, comprehensive monitoring and reporting, appropriate district boundaries, 
protection of domestic well users and public trust resources, and the district’s long-term ability to 
fulfill the important public responsibilities it sought to assume. In one form or another, these 
concerns all stem from the proposed district’s desired functions extending beyond its boundaries. 
Following its first review, the Commission denied the proposal after identifying many of these 
same issues and concerns. 

Following the Commission’s denial, the proponents filed a Request for Reconsideration under 
Government Code section 56895. That section requires a request to identify the specific 
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modification sought and the new or different facts that could not have been presented previously 
and are claimed to warrant reconsideration. Although the Request provides additional arguments 
and proposes several conditions, we do not believe it clearly identifies qualifying new or 
different facts that were unavailable during the Commission’s original proceedings.  

If the proposal is approved in its current form, the district would be established before the 
governance, boundaries, and institutional structures it needs to fulfill its broad public 
responsibilities are sufficiently defined. Given the potential impacts to other communities, shared 
public resources, and individuals, it is important to get these foundational decisions right prior to 
formation. Once a district is formed, its governance structure, boundaries, voting framework, and 
institutional authorities become substantially more difficult to modify than they are during the 
formation process. Thus, the Commission should resolve these foundational issues before 
approving formation rather than expecting them to be addressed later. Alternatively, if the 
proponents believe these concerns can be adequately addressed through future district policies, 
bylaws, operational programs, or governance decisions, those commitments should be 
incorporated into the proposal itself or included as enforceable conditions of approval rather than 
deferred until after formation.  

For these reasons, RRK must respectfully ask the Commission to uphold its previous decision 
and deny the Request for Reconsideration at this time. However, we want to be clear that our 
opposition is directed at the proposal presently before the Commission—not at the concept of a 
locally governed water district for Alexander Valley. We continue to believe a properly 
structured district is feasible and could improve coordination, transparency, conservation, 
groundwater stewardship, and long-term watershed resilience—actions that are necessary to 
ensure the district is best able to serve the long-term interests of Alexander Valley, the Russian 
River watershed, and all who depend upon its water resources.  

The Request for Reconsideration Does Not Cure the Proposal’s Fundamental Deficiencies  

1. Equitable Governance is Essential to Effective Water Management 

RRK remains concerned that future AVWD director elections would be limited to qualified 
landowner voters, with voting power weighted according to assessed land value and acreage 
owned, rather than providing equal voting power to district residents. This structure would give 
greater influence to owners of more highly valued land while limiting meaningful representation 
for smaller domestic-well owners, tenants, farmworkers, unincorporated communities, smaller 
agricultural operations, and other affected water users who may be especially vulnerable to 
groundwater declines and water shortages. Further, because voting power would follow land 
ownership and assessed value, future land transfers and consolidation could further concentrate 
governing authority without any durable limitation on that concentration—a set of circumstances 
we are already seeing happen today.  

As we explain more below, it is important that LAFCO continues to evaluate how this proposed 
voting structure compares against the authority AVWD actually seeks—not simply its 
designation as a California water district. This is because AVWD is not proposing to merely 



 
 
deliver water or maintain infrastructure for assessed parcels. Rather, its Plan for Service 
describes a public agency that would establish water-management policy, negotiate and approve 
intergovernmental agreements, pursue and administer public grants, establish program fees, 
collect and manage water-use data, and determine priorities for regional water programs. The 
proponents also expressly identify a central purpose of AVWD as giving Alexander Valley 
landowners an official collective voice in regional water-supply and conservation decisions. The 
relevant question is therefore not only what AVWD is called or what services it would initially 
provide, but whether its governance structure is appropriate for the regional and governmental 
responsibilities it seeks to assume and may expand over time. 

These proposed functions carry consequences extending well beyond the private benefit of 
district landowners. Specifically, AVWD proposes to administer a Water Sharing Program 
involving willing participants throughout the Sonoma County portion of the Russian River 
watershed; assume a significant role in groundwater monitoring and management; construct and 
operate diversion and conveyance facilities, file water right applications and acquire regulatory 
approvals for district participants, and administer recharge projects; negotiate with and 
potentially become a member of the regional entity responsible for a new Eel River diversion 
facility; and administer any new water supply acquired for Alexander Valley water users. The 
proponents have also described possible future services outside the district, including streamflow 
and groundwater monitoring, contracting for imported water, and frost-demand management 
potentially extending throughout the Sonoma County portion of the Russian River watershed. 
Through these activities, the AVWD board could shape program eligibility for regional 
programs, monitoring standards, water-use accounting, drought and curtailment operations, 
access to shared supplies, and expenditure of state and federal funds. As a result, its decisions 
could also affect streamflow, fisheries, domestic-well reliability, and downstream water uses. 
The proposal has not demonstrated that these consequences would primarily and 
disproportionately affect land as land; they implicate people, shared public resources, the 
environment, and communities across an interconnected watershed.  

The result is a fundamental representational imbalance. District landowners would gain a 
governmental voice with access to public funding in regional water decisions, while tenants, 
farmworkers, non-title-holding household members, and non-landowning businesses would be 
disproportionately disadvantaged with no vote in selecting the officials exercising that authority. 
Participants and affected interests outside AVWD—including tribes, public agencies, 
conservation and fisheries stakeholders, downstream users, neighboring communities, and other 
Water Sharing Program participants—would likewise receive no electoral voice by virtue of their 
participation in, or exposure to, the effects of district programs. 

While RRK appreciates the proponents’ efforts to broaden participation through specified 
director qualifications and the inclusion of an advisory committee, we do not believe they are 
enough when the proposal is considered as a whole. This is because these measures may improve 
communication and ensure more voices are heard, but they do not necessarily alter who 
ultimately exercises governing authority. The advisory committee would possess no decision-
making power, while the landowner-elected board would retain final authority over policy, 
funding, agreements, fees, and program administration. That distinction is key because 



 
 
participants who may provide information and recommendations but cannot vote, appoint 
representatives, or exercise decision-making authority remain dependent on the discretion of a 
board elected by a different and more focused constituency.  

Although it is true that California law recognizes an exception to one-person, one-vote principles 
for specialized districts whose functions and financial burdens primarily and disproportionately 
affect landowners, that exception is limited in nature. See Salyer Land Co. v. Tulare Lake Basin 
Water Storage Dist. (1973) 410 U.S. 719, 728–730; see also Ball v. James (1981) 451 U.S. 355, 
366–371. Applying that functional analysis, County Counsel concluded that allowing a 
landowner-weighted AVWD to exercise a GSA’s regulatory powers independently would place 
the district outside the limited exception and require one-person, one-vote governance. Although 
the proposed redline would prohibit AVWD from acting independently as a GSA, the same 
analysis remains relevant when evaluating whether its other proposed regional and governmental 
functions primarily affect landowners or instead materially affect non-landowners and broader 
public interests. See Burrey v. Embarcadero Municipal Improvement Dist. (1971) 5 Cal.3d 671, 
678–681; Choudhry v. Free (1976) 17 Cal.3d 660, 667–668; Bjornestad v. Hulse (1991) 229 
Cal.App.3d 1568, 1581–1586. 

The record also does not yet appear to demonstrate the proportional relationship between 
landowner burdens and benefits that supported the exception in Salyer. There, assessments 
against landowners were the sole means of paying district expenses, while Ball emphasized 
landowners’ unique exposure to land liens, acreage-based taxes, and committed capital. Here, by 
contrast, the contemplated revenue structure is not confined to assessments imposed on voting 
landowners. It also contemplates program fees and service charges that may be paid by 
participants outside AVWD’s electorate. This broader funding structure weakens any conclusion 
that financial burdens would fall primarily and disproportionately on the landowners who select 
its board. 

The proposed recharge and Water Sharing programs help illustrate this uncertainty. The recharge 
program’s funding framework includes grants, assessments on benefiting landowners, and fee-
for-service charges paid by willing participants rather than the initial revenue measure. Similarly, 
the Plan anticipates using grants and the initial assessment to establish the Water Sharing 
Program, with ongoing administration funded mainly through fees paid by program participants 
that may or may not be within the district. Yet neither the Engineer’s Report establishing parcel-
specific benefits nor the program fee schedules have been prepared, and the five-year budget 
does not allocate shared staffing, administrative, and program-development expenses among the 
programs or funding sources. The record therefore identifies potential funding sources but does 
not demonstrate how program costs would be allocated in proportion to the benefits received. 

Further, as a subset of the broader governance issue, AVWD’s proposed role in future 
groundwater-sustainability governance remains unresolved. Although proponents accept the 
proposed GSA limitations, and we recognize that details of that arrangement would be developed 
at some later date with the participating entities, the proposal should at least commit AVWD to 
seek balanced representation, transparent and accountable decision-making, and meaningful 
participation by interests throughout the affected subbasins, including those outside AVWD’s 



 
 
electorate. The proposal also does not explain how a district covering only portions of the 
Bulletin 118 groundwater subbasins would coordinate any groundwater-management activities 
undertaken before such a JPA (or similar) is formed at some undefined time in the future. These 
uncertainties should be addressed before the current Request or Proposal is approved.  

Collectively, because water is a shared public resource, RRK continues to believe that 
governance should match the scope and consequences of the authority exercised. A district 
limited to services that primarily and disproportionately affect assessed land presents different 
representation concerns than one administering watershed-scale programs, participating in 
groundwater management, shaping access to shared supplies, or directing public funds. For those 
broader functions, RRK urges the proponents to evaluate either a resident-voter district or a 
separately constituted regional body with representative decision-making authority. Decisions 
concerning shared water resources affect not only agricultural landowners, but also domestic-
well users, tenants, farmworkers, fisheries, groundwater-dependent ecosystems, neighboring 
communities, and future generations. These concerns remain largely unchanged from our 
original comments.  

2. Comprehensive Monitoring, Metering, and Reporting are Fundamental to Effective 
Water Management 

Effective management of Alexander Valley’s interconnected groundwater and surface water 
requires comprehensive, timely, and transparent information regarding groundwater extraction, 
surface-water diversions, transfers, and use. As explained in our original comments, real-time or 
near-real-time information is necessary to protect water rights, domestic wells, instream flows, 
and other public trust resources; administer programs fairly; evaluate cumulative impacts; 
determine water allocations; and support proactive management during drought and low-flow 
periods. 

Although the Plan for Service describes AVWD’s anticipated monitoring role, neither the Plan 
nor the Request establishes the data standards, reporting intervals, staffing, public-access 
provisions, or implementation deadlines needed to ensure comprehensive monitoring and 
transparent reporting. Any future proposal should identify the groundwater and surface-water 
uses to be measured; reporting frequency and format; data-quality standards; procedures for 
protecting legitimately confidential information; drought-response triggers; and how resulting 
information will be made available to affected agencies, program participants, and the public. At 
a minimum, reporting should be sufficient to evaluate seasonal variability and support timely, in-
season management responses rather than relying primarily on retrospective accounting. 

To address these needs—and to support AVWD’s proposed role in managing curtailment 
activities—any future proposal should include an enforceable metering plan covering, as 
applicable, groundwater wells, surface-water diversions, imported supplies, storage and recharge 
facilities, conveyance infrastructure, and individual program delivery points. Combined with 
real-time reporting and access, the district would benefit from the information needed to compare 
demand with available supplies, detect emerging groundwater or streamflow stress, and promptly 
adjust conservation, outreach, drought-response, or compliance measures. These capabilities 



 
 
would directly advance AVWD’s responsibilities as a water district, and through appropriate 
data-sharing protocols, would also support neighboring cities, tribes, agencies, domestic-well 
communities, and other affected interests that depend on the same interconnected groundwater 
and surface-water resources. 

The resulting data should support transparent accounting of existing supplies and uses, 
groundwater pumping, and imported, transferred, stored, and recharged water, including any 
future supplies or restrictions developed through the Two-Basin Solution. This level of 
accounting detail would be particularly important if AVWD administers all or part of the Water 
Sharing Program, manages curtailment-related activities, participates in a future multi-agency 
GSA, or administers new regional water supplies. Without this information, AVWD, affected 
agencies, program participants, and the public would all have a difficult time determining 
whether new supplies and district programs are producing watershed benefits, improving 
watershed resilience, complying with various program requirements, or simply enabling an 
unaccounted-for increase in overall consumptive demand. 

3.  District Boundaries and Regional Responsibilities Should be Aligned 

Closely related to our governance concerns is the mismatch between AVWD’s proposed 
boundary, the hydrologic systems its decisions could affect, and the geographic reach of its 
proposed services. Because the district would encompass only portions of the relevant 
groundwater subbasins, pumping, recharge, land-use, and streamflow conditions outside its 
boundaries could affect groundwater levels, streamflows, and water availability within the 
district. Conversely, AVWD’s management decisions could affect connected wells, public 
resources, and water users outside the district but within the same subbasins. Although the 
proposed redline contemplates future coordinated management through an agreement or multi-
agency JPA, it does not establish how cross-boundary monitoring, accountability, or response 
mechanisms would operate or how affected users outside AVWD would participate in those 
decisions. This creates continuing uncertainty regarding AVWD’s ability to manage 
interconnected groundwater resources effectively and protect connected surface-water and 
public-trust resources. 

This mismatch also extends to services AVWD seeks to administer beyond its boundaries, most 
notably the Water Sharing Program. Decisions made by AVWD regarding participation, 
monitoring, accounting, transfers, drought operations, and allocation under the program could 
have an effect on water users and public resources throughout the watershed. Yet the proposal 
does not explain how public agencies, tribes, fisheries and conservation interests, participating 
water-right holders, downstream users, and other historically involved stakeholders would share 
in program governance if these broad authorities were transferred to AVWD. As such, the Water 
Sharing Program is one example of how the proposed boundary does not correspond to the 
complete hydrologic system being managed nor to the anticipated reach of the district’s services. 

Another example is the proposed redline that would authorize AVWD “to serve properties 
outside the District that are served by existing pipelines, reservoirs and wells within the District.” 
The record does not appear to define the number or geographic scope of properties that could be 



 
 
served; the source or volume of water to be stored or delivered outside the proposed boundaries; 
how service costs would be allocated and recovered; or how outside users and affected interests 
would be represented in decisions concerning those services. Without this information, LAFCO 
cannot adequately evaluate the scope, feasibility, or effects of the proposed extraterritorial 
service. AVWD should instead return to LAFCO with a project-specific request if and when 
sufficient information is available for that service to be properly evaluated. 

These boundary and governance concerns are also relevant to AVWD’s stated interest in 
eventually becoming eligible to contract for, administer, and participate in decisions concerning 
future Eel River diversions. That potential role would place AVWD within a broader regional 
effort that RRK supports: implementation of the New Eel-Russian Facility (NERF) and the Two-
Basin Solution as the collaborative framework for replacing the Potter Valley Project. If AVWD 
intends to participate in that effort, any future proposal should expressly commit the district to 
the regional objectives and collaborative governance framework that have guided NERF’s 
development. It should also require that future supplies obtained through the Two-Basin Solution 
strengthen long-term water security and watershed resilience, protect existing water users, and 
support the long-term health of the Russian River watershed. 

For these reasons, AVWD’s boundaries, governance, authorized services, and regional 
commitments should be brought into closer alignment before formation. If LAFCO nevertheless 
considers approval, it should initially limit the district to a narrow set of clearly defined, 
geographically appropriate services, with any later expansion subject to separate review based on 
a more developed record. Either approach would better position a future district to manage 
shared water resources responsibly, participate effectively in regional water-management efforts, 
and protect the long-term health of the Russian River watershed. 

4. Protection of Domestic Wells and Public Trust Resources Must be a Priority 

One of our principal concerns is ensuring that water management decisions protect not only 
individual water users, but also the broader public interest. As climate change, prolonged 
drought, and competing demands place greater pressure on limited water supplies, groundwater 
management decisions will have increasingly significant implications for shallow domestic 
wells, small farm/agricultural uses, instream flows, groundwater-dependent ecosystems, 
interconnected surface waters, fisheries, and the long-term health of the Russian River 
watershed. 

The Request does not currently account for or provide enforceable assurances that future district 
decisions will protect these shared resources or avoid adverse impacts to domestic-well or small 
farm/agricultural operations. Having these protections in place though is especially important if 
imported water, water-sharing activities, recharge projects, or future groundwater-management 
programs alter patterns of water use within Alexander Valley. The proposal also does not clearly 
explain how those programs would be integrated or how AVWD would ensure that additional or 
recharged supplies do not enable an unaccounted-for increase in consumptive demand at the 
expense of domestic wells, small agricultural uses, instream flows, or other public trust 
resources. 



 
 
Any future proposal should therefore include measurable protections and clear accountability 
requirements rather than a general commitment to watershed stewardship. Those protections 
should include monitoring and response triggers for shallow domestic wells; consideration of 
instream-flow, fisheries, and groundwater-dependent ecosystem conditions; transparent 
accounting of imported, transferred, stored, and recharged water; and defined corrective actions 
when monitoring indicates adverse effects. These protections should be clearly defined and 
enforceable while accounting for the legitimate water-supply needs of all agricultural producers 
and other users. 

Conclusion 

Government Code section 56668 requires the Commission to consider, among other matters, 
natural boundaries and drainage basins, the need for and adequacy of services, effects on 
adjacent areas, service capacity, sufficient revenues, public comments, and environmental 
justice. AVWD’s unresolved governance, boundary, monitoring, and regional-accountability 
problems bear directly on those factors. 

RRK therefore respectfully asks the Commission to deny the Request for Reconsideration and 
uphold its prior decision. We remain optimistic that a revised proposal can succeed and continue 
to believe Alexander Valley would benefit from a thoughtfully structured local water district that 
improves coordination, increases transparency, strengthens water stewardship, and enhances 
long-term watershed resilience. However, before such a district is formed, its governance, 
accountability, monitoring commitments, geographic scope, and institutional responsibilities 
must be aligned with the regional public functions it seeks to perform. The Request for 
Reconsideration does not provide the additional information necessary to help achieve that 
alignment. We appreciate the considerable effort invested by the proponents and recognize the 
significant water management challenges facing the region and Alexander Valley. Our comments 
are offered in the spirit of improving—not preventing—the eventual formation of a district 
capable of earning broad public confidence. 

Thank you for your consideration of these comments. We appreciate the Commission’s careful 
review of the proponents’ request and welcome the opportunity to answer any questions or 
discuss these comments further. 

Sincerely, 

 
 
Jaime Neary      Don McEnhill 
Policy Director & Staff Attorney   Deputy Director 
Russian Riverkeeper     Russian Riverkeeper 


