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With its haunting rock spires and salt-crusted shores, Mono Lake is a Hollywood vision 
of the apocalypse. To the city of Los Angeles, however, this Eastern Sierra basin 
represents the very source of L.A.'s prosperity — the right to free water.

For decades, the Los Angeles Department of Water and Power has relied on long-
standing water rights to divert from the streams that feed this ancient lake as part of the 
city’s far-flung water empire. But in the face of global warming, drought and lawsuits 
from environmentalists, the DWP is now facing the previously unthinkable prospect of 
ending its diversions there.

In the coming months, the State Water Resources Control Board will decide whether 
Mono Lake’s declining water level — and the associated ecological impacts —
constitute an emergency that outweighs L.A.'s right to divert up to 16,000 acre-feet of 
supplies each year.

The DWP currently exports 4,500 acre-feet of water from Mono Basin.

Although that is a relatively small quantity of water — about 1% of the city’s total 
annual supply — the stakes could not be higher for Los Angeles and the vast network of 
water providers in Southern California. They warn that taking emergency action to 
prohibit DWP diversions could significantly strain the careful balance of water sources 
throughout the state.

Adel Hagekhalil, general manager of the Metropolitan Water District of Southern 
California, told the water board in a letter recently that were Los Angeles to lose supplies 
“for whatever reason,” the MWD would “have to draw a similar amount of water from
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“for whatever reason,” the MWD would “have to draw a similar amount of water from 
its other imperiled sources to make up the difference.”

That wouldn’t be easy, he said, at a time when “key permitting issues remain unresolved 
in the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta, which supplies the State Water Project,” and  the 
Colorado River has yet to reach a consensus on how to curtail water use.

For its part, the DWP says Mono Basin water is essential to serving up to 200,000 of its 4 
million ratepayers — about half of them living in disadvantaged communities. 
Purchasing water to replace the lost supplies could cost ratepayers up to $44 million a 
year, they say.

“Los Angeles residents, and every Californian, have a human right to safe, clean, 
affordable and accessible water,” the agency said in a prepared statement. “The water 
from the Los Angeles Aqueduct is the city’s most cost-effective water supply and is the 
backbone of the city’s water system.”

The water dispute concerns a 1994 order by the State Water Board to restore the level of 
Mono Lake to 6,392 feet — about 14 feet above the current level.

At a recent water board workshop, environmentalists said L.A. water diversions need to 
stop until the lake rises at least five feet so that it can provide a drought buffer, reduce 
salinity levels and protect an island gull rookery from predators.

“Mono Lake is only 25% of the way to the required healthy lake level,” said Geoffrey 
McQuilkin, executive director of the Mono Lake Committee. “Yet LADWP has taken all 
the water that was allotted and more, and continues to divert.”

In making a final decision, the board must consider such factors as air quality, brine 
shrimp and alkali fly populations that feed vast numbers of gulls and migratory birds, 
recreational opportunities for visitors from around the world, and the spectacular scenery 
at the base of jagged Sierra Nevada peaks. They must also consider damage caused by 
Los Angeles to the Mono Lake Kutzadika’a tribe’s ancestral lands and cultural ties to the 
lake and the five creeks that feed it.

“Our tribal heritage and culture rely upon a lake that is healthy and strong,” Dean 
Tonenna, a spokesman for the tribe, told the board. “Yet our voice was never factored 
into any of the decisions having to do with Mono Lake. ... These injustices are 
exacerbated by climate change and complex water resources and watershed management 
processes.”

The tribe is also concerned about  toxic dust clouds  rising off swaths of exposed playa 
that continue to exceed federal and state law in frequency and magnitude, according to 
regional air quality officials.
Anselmo Collins, senior assistant general manager for the DWP’s water system, 
however, dismissed that kind of talk, saying “there is no emergency at Mono Lake.”
He pointed out that the region’s snowpack is currently 230% above normal and expected 
to raise Mono Lake’s surface level by at least two feet, “ensuring the continued health of 
the Mono Basin ecosystem.”
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the Mono Basin ecosystem.”
If anything, he argued, conditions at Mono Lake are an example of how the DWP “is 
leading the state in meeting Gov. Newsom’s climate and conservation goals.”

At a time when lakes and reservoirs across the state are shrinking, he said, the lake’s 
surface level has held relatively steady, albeit far lower than the level called for by the 
water board 28 years ago.

The high-quality Mono Basin water that the agency has been diverting south to the city 
since 1941 through the Los Angeles Aqueduct, he said, “is the least energy-intensive and 
most cost-effective source of water in Los Angeles.”

That’s because the water is free, except for a $75 treatment cost, and generates 
hydropower along the way.

By way of comparison, the DWP pays $1,209 per acre-foot of treated water it buys from 
both the State Water Project and the Colorado River, officials said.


