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Water is the bedrock of a healthy 
community. The reliability of water, 
both seasonally and year-over-year, is 
critical. Owning the most senior water 
rights and associated water storage 
facilities will go a long way toward 
meeting this strategic plan objective. 
When the snowpack and precipitation 
is abundant, water is available. It’s the 
seasonal “shoulder” months and dry 
years where the senior water rights 
regulated by local storage through a 
water first operational policy that water 
supply reliability to Tuolumne County 
will be enhanced. This topic was the 
focus of a joint Special Board and City 
Council meeting held on February 18, 
2021 between the Tuolumne Utilities 
District (TUD or District) Board of 
Directors, the Tuolumne County 
Board of Supervisors, the Sonora 
City Council, the Tuolumne Band of 
Me-Wuk Indians, the Chicken Ranch 
Rancheria Band of Me-Wuk Indians 
of California, and others. The TUD  
Board of Directors sponsored this live 
virtual meeting available via YouTube 
to update local elected officials, tribes, 
and the community on TUD’s multi-
year effort to acquire the Pacific Gas 
and Electric (PG&E) Phoenix system 
consisting of Pre- and Post-1914 water 
rights, the Tuolumne Main Canal and 
various supporting facilities, Phoenix 
Powerhouse, and water storage 
reservoirs. The lively meeting attracted 
nearly 80 community participants 
setting a new virtual meeting record for 
TUD, which suggests the importance of 
this topic.  TUD’s special consultant and 
general counsel provided presentations 
on the status of the PG&E acquisition 
as well as an update on TUD’s pursuit 
of a federal water supply contract from 
the New Melones Reservoir from the 
United States Bureau of Reclamation, 
one of the last available in the nation. 

Both presentations spurred a robust 
dialogue among the elected officials, 
tribes, and members of the community.

For context, PG&E approached 
TUD in 2016 with a once-in-a-
lifetime opportunity to acquire and 
own the water rights, water storage 
reservoirs, and facilities on the South 
Fork Stanislaus River that have been 
providing 96% of the water supply to 
Tuolumne County for over a century. 
A Union Democrat newspaper article 
exclaimed in 1920 that it’s long past 
due that Tuolumne County owns its 
own water rights, conveyance system, 
and water storage facilities. Now, more 
than a hundred years later, on behalf of 
the community, TUD can do something 
to enhance water supply reliability for 
the county for generations to come. 
“The Phoenix Project is no longer 
a cost-effective source of electric 
generation for PG&E’s customers, but 
the powerhouse, water storage, and 
conveyance systems are important 
for TUD, which is a natural owner for 
the project,” said Mike Schonherr, a 
Director of Power Generation at PG&E. 
TUD views the potential acquisition of 
the Phoenix Project and other facilities 
as an important opportunity to secure 
water rights and strengthen water 
supply reliability for the community and 
Tuolumne County. Under the proposed 
agreement, TUD would acquire the 
Phoenix Powerhouse, the Tuolumne 
Main Canal, the pre- and post-1914 water 
rights, the Lyons Dam and Reservoir, 
and Strawberry Dam and the Pinecrest 
Reservoir, along with associated land, 
easements, and facilities.

 As mentioned previously, 
Tuolumne County has debated the 
issue of water and water rights 
for more than a century. The truth 
is, the County has struggled with 
a dependable water supply for 

decades. Pinecrest and Lyons 
Reservoirs serve as TUD’s primary 
water storage reservoirs. Due to their 
small size and multiple demands on 
these reservoirs, Tuolumne County 
does not enjoy carry over storage and 
relies solely on each year’s snowpack 
to get through the hot, dry summer 
months - the reservoirs are currently 
owned and operated by PG&E, but 
are not necessarily managed to meet 
the water supply reliability needs of 
Tuolumne County each year. Larger 
downstream water storage reservoirs 
like New Melones and Don Pedro are 
owned by entities outside the county.

Pursuing Water Rights and Water Storage in Tuolumne County

Lyons Reservoir



On Tap is published to keep Tuolumne Utilities District customers informed about issues and upcoming events. 

If you have any story ideas or suggestions, please mail them to Lisa Westbrook, 
at 18885 Nugget Blvd., Sonora, CA 95370 or email at lwestbrook@tudwater.com.

For more information about TUD, go to www.tudwater.com

On behalf of TUD and the Board of 
Directors, we want to thank the community 
for participating in the recent virtual special 
board information sessions on water 
supply availability and the acquisition of 
PG&E water rights and facilities on the 
South Fork Stanislaus River and securing 
a federal water supply contract from 
New Melones Reservoir. New records for 
participation in TUD meetings were set with 
nearly 40 participants for the water supply 
discussion and nearly 80 participants 
for acquisition of water supplies. Both 
presentations can be viewed on the TUD 
YouTube channel. 

Overall, TUD is working hard to 
enhance water supply reliability for 
the community for years to come. By 
diversifying water supplies and points of 
diversion into the system, TUD is better 
able to provide a reliable water supply 
during periods of drought, disasters, and 
emergencies. Without water reliability, 
the quality of life in Tuolumne County will 
suffer. On the flip side, TUD’s mission is 

to provide this reliability at a fair value. 
As many community members know, 
operating, treating, and delivering water 
to your tap 24/7/365 is an expensive 
operation where water literally travels 
tens of miles from its source to your tap, 
and along the way, is pumped and de-
pressurized to ensure the safety of the 
system. An important part of reliability 
is making sure the system of raw 
water conveyance facilities, treatment 
plants, storage tanks, pipes, pumps, 
and valves operate without fail, leaks, 
or catastrophic failure. TUD is mindful 
of cost, so replacement of these aging, 
inherited facilities is done carefully and 
strategically to prioritize those in greatest 
need to balance the rates and keep the 
system as reliable as possible – not an 
easy balance to achieve. 

Right now, we know that the water 
supply reservoirs TUD relies on, Pinecrest 
and Lyons Reservoirs, to meet the water 
supply needs of Tuolumne County will 
“fill and spill” in all year types, including 

the driest year on record over the last 
century, which was 1977. However, 
because the reservoirs are small with 
multiple demands placed on them from 
recreation, to hydropower, to water supply, 
to supporting the environment, we know 
that we must be vigilant to diversify water 
supplies and points of diversion to the 
system as we face the future uncertainty 
of climate change. As of today’s writing, 
the snow water equivalent for the Central 
Sierra equating to runoff during snowmelt 
is 71% of normal for February 25, 2021, with 
an above normal chance for precipitation 
and below normal temperatures in the 
8-14 day outlook. TUD staff carefully 
monitors changing conditions and 
works closely with PG&E to manage 
the system on behalf of the community. 
As we look forward to achieving the 
goal of a reliable water supply, we can 
also look forward to replacing failing 
infrastructure, leveraging grant dollars, 
and improving system reliability at a 
rate that is fair to the community.

General Manager’s Corner Edwin R. Pattison
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In March 2020, TUD and PG&E jointly announced exclusive 
negotiations to transfer the Phoenix Hydroelectric Project and 
Pinecrest Lake from PG&E to TUD ownership. At that same 
time, TUD launched a public education campaign, “TuoCo: 
Our Water, Our Future” to engage community members and 
stakeholders and facilitate a community-wide discussion sur-
rounding the acquisition, ownership, and the long-term bene-
fits and costs associated with this system. Unfortunately, the 
town hall meeting originally scheduled for April 2020 had to be 
postponed due to the COVID-19 pandemic. However, during the 

course of 2020, TUD continued to update information and the 
community through newspaper articles and website updates. 
Moving forward, TUD plans to hold community meetings, 
hopefully by this summer (COVID allowing), to continue com-
munity engagement. All new information regarding the PG&E 
acquisition will be posted on TUD’s website dedicated to the 
process at www.tuocoourwater.com, where community mem-
bers can learn more about this effort, and the history of water 
in Tuolumne County. There is a wealth of information contained 
within the website and we encourage the community to visit.

Get Engaged

TUD and PG&E are diligently working 
to determine the terms of this potential 
transfer agreement. It is a complicated, 
lengthy process that will most likely 
take at least another one to two 
years. TUD is working with multiple 
independent technical and financial 
experts to exhaustively study and 
evaluate regulatory, operational, and 
technical requirements, creative and 
innovative ways to fund the acquisition, 
and minimize the impacts of risks 

and costs to TUD customers and the 
community. The overarching goal is, 
through educating and partnering with 
community leaders and members, 
to make the best decision on behalf 
of the community. If you were not 
able to listen to the Special Board 
meeting held on February 18, 2021, a 
presentation explaining the details of 
this process have been uploaded to 
the TUD website, www.tudwater.com 
or you can watch the video recording 
on TUD’s YouTube Channel. 

Next Steps


