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Water restriction update
Tuolumne Utilities District (TUD) has reduced the mandatory water 
restrictions from 50% to 25%. The Board of Directors approved an 
amendment to the Phase III Mandatory Water Restrictions on July 22, 2014. 
The District has seen a great effort by our customers to conserve water. The 
two main reasons TUD made this reduction to conservation are customers 
have been conserving more water than originally estimated (thank you), and 
we have taken operational steps to hold more water back at Lyons Reservoir. 
“These two factors played a significant role in our decision to scale back the 
conservation effort at this time,” states Tom Scesa, General Manager. Since 
TUD implemented water restrictions in January, the conservation measures 
have helped increase overall water supply. TUD water customers conserved 
51% of treated water in June compared to the previous year. More recently 
the District received confirmation about these improvements to the water 
supply:

•  A variance to the Pinecrest Lake elevation restriction for Labor Day has 
been granted which will make water delivery available from Pinecrest to 
Lyons prior to Labor Day this year (This equals to an additional 2 feet or 
520 acre feet of water).

•  A variance to lower the fish flow out of Lyons reservoir has been granted 
through the Labor Day holiday which will hold back water in Lyons 
Reservoir this summer making additional water available to TUD. 

For more information on water conservation and current water restrictions, 
go to www.tudwater.com. As summer comes to an end the District will look 
at planning for the coming winter months and options for the next water 
year for Tuolumne County.

Water Conservation sign posted by the 
Tuolumne Me-Wuk Tribal Council



Historic Drought – Drought or Deluge
By Sherrin Grout of the Tuolumne County Historical Society

As the title reflects, drought or deluge can be considered the normal 
weather conditions in California. You may not be aware, but very rarely 
do we have an average year of rain: major floods in 1850 followed by dry 
periods in 1851 and 1852, floods in 1862 followed by drought in 1864-65, 
drought in 1929-1934, floods in 1955 and 1964, 1986 flooding followed by 
multi-year drought of 1987 to 1993.

Even during the Gold Rush, complaints about the need for water to wash 
the gold and the lack of rain were common. Here’s a perspective from 
previous Tuolumne County residents who had these notes about what they 
experienced:

January 1851: Charles Plummer wrote “very dry winter thus far”

September 1851: Stoddard wrote, “very little is thought of agriculture as we have few living streams and no rain 
consequently very little arable land…” 

December 1851: “…but little rain this fall and times in the mines look dull…” Ira S. Rose

Fall of 1852: Rose wrote to his brother, “…The rain commenced a month earlier than usual…and in fact it was a very wet 
period.”

September 1854: A miner writing to his brother complained that “times are very dull at present…there is no water for 
mining…” followed by October 1854 “…have had some rain just enough to lay the dust...” 

With hard rock mining taking over from placer mining, in October 1886, the Tuolumne Independent reported: “The water 
supply in the Tuolumne County Water Co’s. Ditch has been exhausted and will remain so until replenished by the rains.” This 
was followed by floods through the county in 1889. In July,1898, “the scarcity of water… beginning to be felt…Tuolumne 
County Water Company is doing all in its power to supply customers but the limit has almost been reached…” according to an 
article in the Union Democrat.

system-Wide Improvements
On June 27th, the TUD Board adopted the District’s 2015 Fiscal Year Budget. The budget allocated 
$1.7 million dollars of District funds towards capital improvements in the water system. The 
single largest project involves replacement of approximately 3,000 feet of water main pipeline in 
South Washington Street in downtown Sonora. The existing water main is 6-inch diameter and in 
excess of 75 years old. The new water main will be 10-inch diameter and will dramatically improve 
reliability and fire protection. The project is estimated to begin in mid-August. In addition to the 
District funded improvements, the District is expecting to receive funding from a $1.7 million 
dollar grant as part of the Tuolumne-Stanislaus Integrated Regional Water Management Plan 
(IRWMP) toward the first phase of a multi-year project to improve water quality and storage volume 
at the Phoenix Lake Reservoir. 

The approved budget also includes $768,000 for improvements to the District’s wastewater system. 
The most notable project is the construction of a new sewer pump station at the intersection of 
Damin Road and Parrotts Ferry Road. In addition, the District has applied for, and is hopeful it will 
receive, a Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) in the amount of $1.42 million dollars for 
the rehabilitation of the sewer collection system in the Racetrack Estates area in Sonora.

Columbia Diggins – 1870’s



marlys bell a uCCe master gardener of  
tuolumne County
GARDEN MAKEOVERS: FOCUSING ON DROUGHT

As we move closer to autumn and the possibility of rain, it is a good time to plan for changes 
in the garden and landscape based on the visible realities of this year’s drought. The following 
tips will make landscapes and gardens more drought tolerant.

1.  First, observe the plants and areas most affected by water deprivation. Most likely they are: the lawn, sunniest spots and 
some water hungry plants. Consider the options. The lawn may come back when it rains, but is it functionally necessary? 
Are there other feasible alternatives that achieve the same purpose and are esthetically acceptable such as permeable 
pavers, decks, or a gravel-like stone? For sunny spots, consider how to provide shade (particularly for hot western 
afternoon sun) by adding strategically located trees, canopies, or shade cloth. For plants that wilt first or need more water 
than those around them, consider moving them into more shade, grouping them with other water lovers or replacing them 
with more drought tolerant plants such as California natives, Mediterranean’s or some of the UC Davis Arboretums All Star 
plants appropriate for this area (www.arboretum.ucdavis.edu/arboretum_all_stars,aspx). In their database, search for 
very low or low categories. For plants being moved or replaced, flag them and wait for rain before doing any digging. 

2.  For planted areas where no changes are needed, considered adding more compost or mulch. Three inches of mulch reduces 
water needs by 30%.

3.  Next, determine how to capture and store as much of the early 
rain as possible. Obviously the easiest way is from downspouts, so 
gutters and downspouts may be worth adding to structures if not 
already installed. Rainwater collection options range from large 
tanks to 50 gallon barrels. Using PVC pipe or other tube to link a 
series of smaller containers to each other (with the first one under 
the down spout) is an inexpensive way to collect rainwater. Since 
the frequency of early rains is unpredictable, use the rainwater 
for highest priority plants like shade and fruit trees, anything 
planted within the last year, and those obviously stressed that 
will be retained.

4.  And then, best of all, start making plans for fall planting, giving 
priority to those that implement the “Garden Makeover” plan. 
Since any new plant needs more water, each choice should be 
carefully assessed in terms of short as well as long term water 
needs. If considering fruit trees, dwarfs will use less water over 
the long term since canopy size of the canopy affects how much 
water is required. 

Following this plan will help make gardens and landscapes more 
sustainable, drought tolerant and foothill friendly, now and for  
the future.
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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 lisaw@tuolumneutilities.com.

Some of the key agencies that we collaborated with are: Pacific Gas and Electric Company (PG&E), the County of  
Tuolumne, Chicken Ranch Rancheria of Me-Wuk Indians of California, Twain Harte Community Services District, Tuolumne 
Me-Wuk Tribal Council, South San Joaquin Irrigation District, the State Water Resources Control Board, California Fish and 
Wildlife, and California Office of Emergency Services. Each one of these agencies collaborated with our District in various 
ways. PG&E who manages our water supply has been instrumental, from working with our in-house hydrologist to daily 
communication with our water distribution team to manage the flows out of Lyons Reservoir to our ditch system. We are 
grateful for their dedication on our behalf.

I also think of collaboration as we move forward not only into the coming winter season and possibly another dry year, but 
also as we look for solutions to the County’s need for water supply. It will take time and resources, but water supply is an 
investment that we can no longer ignore. As a community we must develop our shared interests to provide future water 
supply for Tuolumne County.

Key Word: Collaboration
Now that summer is nearing an end and we have entered our eighth 
month of drought this year, one word comes to mind: Collaboration. 
TUD and the community can be thankful for the work of so many 
agencies, TUD staff, Board members and individuals who came 
up with ideas and solutions to help us manage this drought. 
The meaning of collaboration as stated by the Merriam-Webster 
dictionary: the state of having shared interests or efforts (as in social 
or business matters) and the work and activity of a number of persons 
who individually contribute toward the efficiency of the whole.
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Alvin Thoma of PG&E leads a tour below  
Lyons Reservoir (July-2014)


