
The Untapped Potential of 
California’s Urban Water Supply:

Water Efficiency
Water Reuse
Stormwater Capture



pacinst.org | @PacificInstitut

• The Pacific Institute is an independent, non-partisan think tank 
based in Oakland, CA, with staff around the world.

• Our mission is to create and advance solutions to the world’s 
most pressing water challenges.

• We adopted a 2030 organizational goal to catalyze the 
transformation to water resilience in the face of climate 
change.

• Water Resilience - "The ability of water systems to function 
so that nature and people, including those on the frontlines 
and disproportionately impacted, thrive under shocks, 
stresses, and change."

About Pacific Institute
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• Southern California has made laudable progress in recent years to reduce water use and 
augment local supplies, but more is needed to advance water resilience in the face of 
climate change.

• Proven water efficiency technologies and practices could reduce urban water use in the 
South Coast by 1.1 million to 1.7 million AFY.

• Reuse of municipal wastewater could boost local water supplies in the South Coast by up 
to 1.1 million AFY, tripling current reuse levels.

• Urban stormwater capture in areas overlying public supply aquifers could boost local 
water supplies in the South Coast by 260,000 AF in a dry year to 1.4 million AF in a 
wet year.

• These strategies are essential for meeting water goals, as well as energy and 
greenhouse gas goals.

Key Findings
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Water Efficiency Potential: Approach

• Current water use baseline developed from the Electronic Annual 

Reports (EARs) submitted by water agencies for 2017 to 2019.

• Two water-savings scenarios were developed:

• Moderate efficiency based on full compliance with current standards 

for appliances and fixtures, landscapes (MWELO), and distribution 

leaks (SB 555).

• High efficiency based on available leading-edge technologies and 

practices that use less water than devices meeting current standards.
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Urban and Residential Water Use, 2017-2019

Statewide 

Average: 

94 gpcd

Statewide 

Average: 

152 gpcd

Estimates based on data 

reported in Electronic Annual 

Reports (EARs) for 2017-2019.
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Regional Water Efficiency Potential

Statewide potential: 2.0 million to 3.1 million 

acre-feet per year
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South Coast Water Efficiency Potential by Sector
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Municipal 
Wastewater 
Production
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Reused

Inland Surface 
Waters
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Instream 

Flows/Natural 
Systems

Not Reserved for 
Instream 

Flows/Natural 
Systems

Land Discharge

Marine Discharge

Statewide Water Reuse Potential

Data Source: California State Water Resources Control Board 

Volumetric Annual Reporting Data (2020)

High 

Scenario 
2.1 MAFY

Moderate 

Scenario 
1.8 MAFY
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Regional Water Reuse Potential
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Stormwater Capture Potential by Region

1,400,000
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Water Efficiency, Water Reuse, and Stormwater Capture 

Potential by Region
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Source: Diringer et al. 2019, Pacific Institute

These strategies provide co-benefits, making them more 

economically viable.
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• Saving water saves energy and 
reduces greenhouse gas emissions.

• Replacing imported water with 
water reuse and stormwater capture 
would reduce energy use and 
greenhouse gas emissions.

• Energy recovery at wastewater 
facilities would also reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions.

California’s Water-Energy-Climate Nexus
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• Southern California has made laudable progress in recent years to reduce water 
use and augment local supplies, but more is needed to advance water resilience 
in the face of climate change.

• Proven water efficiency technologies and practices could reduce urban water use 
in the South Coast by 1.1 million to 1.7 million AFY.

• Reuse of municipal wastewater could boost local water supplies in the South 
Coast by up to 1.1 million AFY, tripling current reuse levels.

• Urban stormwater capture in areas overlying public supply aquifers could boost 
local water supplies in the South Coast by 260,000 AF in a dry year to 1.4 
million AF in a wet year.

• These strategies are essential for meeting water goals, as well as energy and 
greenhouse gas goals.

Key Findings



pacinst.org | @PacificInstitut

What can Metropolitan Water District of Southern 

California do to help realize this potential?

Urban water efficiency Water reuse and stormwater 
capture
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• Increase funding for water-efficiency and water-
loss control programs to levels consistent with 
other water-supply investments.

• Continue expansion of targeted programs for 
underserved communities, including through 
partnerships with energy IOUs.

• Leverage recent drought EO to support a ban on 
non-functional turf and conversion to California 
Friendly gardens.

• Expand partnerships with private sector to co-fund 
efficiency programs.

Urban Water Efficiency
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• Prioritize multi-benefit recycled water and 
stormwater capture projects to galvanize 
support and leverage funding.

• Right-size investments by incorporating 
efficiency and demographic changes in local 
and regional recycled water assessments.

• Assess opportunities to support onsite reuse for 
residential and non-residential properties.

Water Reuse and Stormwater Capture
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