
 
 

This analysis was prepared by Jim Bennett, Groundwater Geologist in the County 
Department of Planning and Development Services on May 7, 2013 and Updated 
on May 13, 2013.    
 
 
Groundwater General Comments 
 
The County has approved one wind energy project with large wind turbines, the Tule 
Wind project.  The County approved the Tule Wind project in August 2012.  This project 
provides a good example of groundwater demand for wind energy projects.  The portion 
of the Tule Wind project in the County’s land use jurisdiction includes five large wind 
turbines.  The project will require up to 56 acre feet of groundwater, mostly for dust 
suppression during construction of all 67 wind turbines over a nine month period.  Once 
the project becomes operational, the groundwater demand drops significantly.  The 
project would need approximately 2,500 gallons per business day (about two acre feet 
per year) for the operations and maintenance building and support staff.  This amount 
can be furnished by one groundwater well pumping at a rate of about two gallons per 
minute.  The Major Use Permit for the Tule Wind Project was conditioned to include a 
Groundwater Monitoring and Management Plan (GMMP) that requires a maximum 
amount of groundwater that can be pumped from each well and includes a water level 
threshold at which groundwater production would be required to cease.   
 
Future wind projects will each require a relatively large amount of water for the 
construction phase of the project.  This water would come from one or more of the 
following sources:  (1) on-site groundwater resources, (2) imported water from nearby 
groundwater-dependent water entities, or (3) imported recycled water from a CWA 
member agency if the member agency will allow the trucking and use of water outside 
its boundaries.  The use of on-site groundwater resources would require a groundwater 
investigation and likely a groundwater monitoring and management plan (GMMP) to 
ensure that impacts to groundwater resources would remain less than significant as a 
result of the project.  With the required groundwater investigation and GMMP, if needed, 
impacts to on-site groundwater resources from future wind energy projects would be 
less than significant.  Additionally, for some projects, on-site groundwater resources 
may not be adequate for construction water demand.  These projects would rely on a 
mixed portfolio of on-site groundwater and/or imported water from other sources.    
 
It is also important to note that projects requiring a Major Use Permit must prepare a 
groundwater investigation pursuant to the County Groundwater Ordinance, County 
Code section 67.222.B.   For projects proposing to use greater than 20 acre-feet of 
groundwater per year, the purpose of the groundwater investigation is to ensure that 
there is sufficient groundwater to serve the proposed use, as well as buildout of the 
General Plan in that particular water basin.  Consequently, the groundwater 
investigation serves to preclude these types of projects from causing significant impacts 
to groundwater resources.   Pursuant to the County Zoning Ordinance, large wind 
turbine projects require a Major Use Permit.  The construction phase of these projects is 
likely to exceed 20-acre feet of groundwater per year, and thus would trigger the need 



 
 

to prepare a groundwater investigation that addresses cumulative impacts to the 
project’s groundwater basin at maximum buildout of the General Plan.    
  
This informal response is provided to address the report titled Cumulative 
Impacts on Water Resources of Large-Scale Energy Projects in Boulevard and 
Surrounding Communities, San Diego County, California, by Victor M. Ponce 
dated April 30, 2013 and provided to the County on May 3, 2013. 
 
Water Sustainability: The report indicates that the County’s approach to evaluating 
sustainability has been widely discredited over the past 15 years and cites several 
studies.  The report states that enlightened water resources management now seeks to 
determine sustainable yield as a suitable fraction of recharge.  The report makes 
several references to exploiting groundwater resources that would dry up all 
groundwater and surface water resources if groundwater resources are used at rates up 
to the average annual groundwater recharge for a given basin.   
 
Contrary to what the report asserts, the County evaluates sustainable yield in the 
manner that Dr. Ponce suggests is in accordance with what he terms enlightened water 
resources management.  When the County originally prepared the County Guidelines 
for Determining Significance – Groundwater Resources in 2007 (Groundwater 
Guidelines), which contain the methodology for how the County evaluates sustainable 
yield for projects, Professor Ponce provided comments very similar to the April 30, 2013 
report.  The County along with four individuals on the County Groundwater Technical 
Advisory Committee provided responses to Dr. Ponce’s comments.  Those comments 
and responses are attached to this analysis for reference.  In conclusion, the limitation 
of sustainable yield that the County applies is exactly what Dr. Ponce suggests for 
enlightened water resources management, i.e., “a fraction of the ‘recharge’ amount, the 
fraction to be established after detailed conjunctive surface-water and ground-water 
studies.”  
 
Section 3.1 Existing Water Demand: The report overestimates the amount of existing 
groundwater demand for the Boulevard Border Patrol Station and the McCain Valley 
Conservation Camp by utilizing an unsubstantiated estimation of 250 gallons per day 
per person for these uses.  The United States Environmental Protection Agency Onsite 
Wastewater Treatment Systems Manual (EPA Manual) dated February 2002 contains 
typical wastewater flow rates from commercial, institutional, and recreational facilities.  
For the Boulevard Border Patrol Station, which is an office use, the EPA Manual 
estimates a wastewater flow rate of 6 to 16 gallons per employee with a typical amount 
of 13 gallons per day per employee.  For the McCain Conservation Camp, the EPA 
Manual estimates a wastewater flow rate of 80 to 150 gallons per day per prisoner with 
a typical amount of 120 gallons per day per prisoner.    
 
For the Golden Acorn Casino, the Groundwater Supply Evaluation: Campo Kumeyaay 
Nation, Proposed Golden Acorn Hotel and Amenities Project dated March 28, 2007 and 
revised May 27, 2008 prepared by Environmental Navigation Services indicates the 
Golden Acorn Casino has an existing water demand of approximately 22.4 acre-feet per 



 
 

year.  This amount is substantially lower than the 168 acre-feet per year in the report 
based on the size of the on-site wastewater treatment system. 
 
Section 3.2 Cumulative Water Demand of Energy Projects: For the cumulative water 
demand, the report includes only construction water demand for each of the projects.  
Construction water demand is a temporary use, which in some cases may be up to 18 
months in duration, but then the demand for water for on-going operations drops 
significantly because a relatively limited amount of water is needed for ongoing 
operations.  In Table 4 of the report, the construction water demand for the future 
energy projects is labeled as future water demand and is added to the existing water 
use in the Boulevard area.  If read at face value, the table would indicate that 
groundwater demand in the study area will effectively double as a result of the future 
energy projects. What the report does not disclose is the reality that once the 
construction phase of these projects is over, the ongoing water use associated with 
each project will be less than 5% of the construction water demand.  This significant 
decrease in water demand is shown on the table below.  The table is a list of energy 
projects with the estimated water demand for construction and the estimated water 
demand for ongoing operations. 
 
Construction Water Ongoing Water 
Tule Wind: 56 Acre-feet in 9 months 2 acre-feet per year 
Soitec Rugged Solar: 90.7 acre-feet in 12 
months 

5.33 acre-feet per year 

Soitec Tierra Del Sol Solar: 79.7 acre-feet 
in 11 months  

3.9 acre-feet per year 

Soitec LanWest Solar: 12.84 acre-feet in 6 
months 

0.23 acre-feet per year 

Total: 239 acre-feet Total: 11.5 
 
Therefore, assuming that Table 4 in the report showing construction water demand of 
509.6 acre-feet applies to all potential renewable energy projects in the study area, it is 
reasonable to assume that water demand for ongoing operations after construction 
would be roughly 5% of this value, or about 26 acre-feet per year.  Given the fact that 
these projects are spread over various sub-basins in the region and are on relatively 
large plots of land, the cumulative impacts from the water demand for ongoing 
operations are very likely to be less than significant.   
 
Section 6 Analysis: Using a capture-to-recharge percentage, the report evaluates 
impacts from the water demand for the proposed renewable energy projects in the 
Boulevard area.  It takes the construction water demand for all of the potential 
renewable energy projects and concludes that the capture-to-recharge percentage 
would increase from an existing value of 13.96% to 29.31%.  The report then compares 
this result to a capture-to-recharge average for the continential United States.  Based on 
a brief review of the report, this analysis misses several important factors that would be 
necessary to evaluate impacts to groundwater resources accurately.  The following is a 
list of the deficiencies with the analysis in the report.   



 
 

 
1. The future water demand that is evaluated in the study is only the temporary 

construction water demand that will last on the order of 6 to 18 months.  Because 
this demand would be temporary, there would not be an effective doubling of 
ongoing groundwater use in Boulevard. 

2. The future construction water demand for these projects is temporary and will not 
occur all at the same time, and combining the construction water demand for all 
future projects into one demand and then evaluating potential impacts is not 
accurate because all of the these projects will not be approved at the same time 
or constructed at the same time.    

3. The water demand was lumped into a single groundwater demand and impacts 
were evaluated over a single study area defined by political boundaries (the 
Boulevard Community Planning Area).   However, groundwater demand will be 
spread over various sub-basins within the Planning Area, and evaluation of 
sustainable yield utilizing political boundaries is inappropriate because 
groundwater basins do not follow political boundaries on the surface.  Therefore, 
the boundaries for cumulative projects would more appropriately be drawn to 
conform to the various sub-basins from which each project would withdraw 
groundwater.    

4. The future demand for ongoing operations is not discussed.  As indicated above, 
water demand for ongoing operations for all potential renewable energy projects, 
if all were approved, would be roughly 5% of the construction water demand.  
Therefore, once the projects have been constructed, they would likely use less 
than 30 acre-feet per year from groundwater wells spread over multiple project 
sites in separate sub-basins. 

5. The methodology employed does not provide thresholds for determining a 
potentially significant impact to groundwater resources. 

6. Using continental and global averages to compare to localized impacts to 
groundwater resources is not appropriate because each individual water basin 
contains unique parameters that must be evaluated on a local basis to obtain 
meaningful results.     

Section 8 & 9 Conclusions and Recommendations: The conclusions indicate the 
following: 

1. Intensive development in a desert region such as Boulevard poses significant 
challenges in sustainability due to increased water demands, while the supply 
remains essentially unchanged.  
The County wholeheartedly agrees and is requiring each project in its jurisdiction 
to perform site-specific hydrogeologic investigations to evaluate potential impacts 
to groundwater resources and to propose mitigation measures as needed to 
avoid potentially significant impacts. 



 
 

2. Existing water demand in Boulevard and surrounding communities is calculated 
at 14% of the recharge, a value that is nearly double the Continental United 
States value of 8.7%.  The report does not explain the relevance of this 
comparison, particularly given that fact that the continental United States has 
widely varying conditions including large tracts of undeveloped open land.  See 
also item 6 above.   

3. With the implementation of the proposed energy projects, future water demand is 
likely to increase to 29%.  Effectively, the future water demand will more than 
double the existing water demand.  As previously discussed, this statement is 
incorrect because construction water demand is a one-time, temporary water use 
and construction demand will be staggered occurring at different locations and 
different times given the fact that all future renewable energy projects in the 
Boulevard area will not be approved or constructed at the same time.  The 
construction phase of groundwater demand for each project is anticipated to last 
up to 18 months, and the water demand for ongoing operations following 
construction is anticipated to be roughly 5% of construction water demand.  

The study concludes with a recommendation to import water into Boulevard from other 
areas so that the recharge-to-capture percentage remains within reasonable bounds.  In 
response, the County has a comprehensive process for evaluating potential impacts to 
groundwater resources contained within the County Guidelines for Determining 
Significance – Groundwater Resources and the County Groundwater Ordinance.  As 
previously discussed, the County will evaluate the potential impacts to groundwater 
resources through site-specific groundwater investigations.  It is particularly important 
that the temporary impacts from construction water demand at the front end of each of 
these projects be thoroughly analyzed.  Groundwater monitoring and management 
plans will be required in most cases and will include a maximum amount of groundwater 
that can be pumped from individual wells and also water level thresholds at which 
groundwater extraction would have to cease to ensure impacts to off-site groundwater 
users remain less than significant.  Imported water from several sources will be required 
to provide construction water to augment local groundwater supply for some of the 
projects.  Any imported water sources utilizing groundwater resources will also be 
analyzed to evaluate potential impacts to off-site groundwater resources. 
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