
Water woes divide Calif. into
haves, have nots
By Tori Richards, U.S. News & World Report

LOS ANGELES — People have long predicted that California could
eventually  collapse  into  the  ocean  following  a  mega
earthquake.  Now,  an  eerily  similar  true-life  scenario  is
playing out — but it’s thanks to the weather.

The Gold Rush State has sunk more than 45 feet since 1935 –
something  the  U.S.  government  calls  the  “largest  human
alteration of the earth’s surface.” But earthquakes aren’t the
cause. It’s happening because of excessive groundwater mining
brought on by drought, and geologists say all the rain in the
world won’t reverse cave-ins of dirt and rock in underground
aquifers.

California is entering its fifth year of drought, with the
past two years being the warmest on record. Several recent
storms have dumped much needed water, but it’s barely made a
dent. It will take several years of rain to bring the state
out of its crisis mode regardless of how many spring showers
occur.  If  the  state  gets  the  intense  rain  storms  that
Californians pray for, they will produce floods as the water
has nowhere to go. But if the drought continues, things will
just get worse.

Read the whole story
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Group wants residents to be
ready for wildfire
A  program  designed  to  motivate  and  help  communities  take
action to lower their risk wildfire hazard in the Lake Tahoe
Basin is being launched.

The goal is to create a unified network of individuals who
take responsibility and actions to reduce the wildfire risk in
the Lake Tahoe Basin.

Tahoe Resource Conservation District is partnering with Tahoe
Regional  Planning  Agency,  University  of  Nevada  Cooperative
Extension and the Tahoe Fire and Fuels Team to build a fire
adapted community network to educate locals and visitors about
wildfire and help them reduce the risk.

The network will engage individuals so they understand their
wildfire threat and provide the tools they need to lower their
risk. It will leverage educational resources, promote fire
district services, and act as a liaison between community
members  and  agencies,  building  partnerships  between  fire
districts, communities, visitors, and agencies

For more info, contact Marybeth Donahoe at 530.543.1501, ext.
114.

 

1  season  —  potentially  200
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days of skiing
By Benjamin Spillman, Reno Gazette-Journal

For some people getting first chair on Squaw Valley’s KT-22,
one of skiing’s iconic lifts, is a bucket list moment.

For  Andy  Melendes  and  Cheryl  Varner  it’s  a  near-daily
occurrence.

Fortunately for Melendes and Varner the 2015-16 season has
turned out to be dreamier than any other, at least since
2010-11.

If  the  snow  sticks  around  until  Squaw-Alpine’s  announced
closing date of May 30, Melendes will reach 199 days. If he
can  ski  on  the  31st  it  will  be  an  even  200.  If  Varner
maintains her pace she would finish with 182 days on the
mountain. Their combined total would be 382. According to
Squaw Alpine’s pass tracking technology, Melendes has more
days skiing than anyone at the resort.

Read the whole story

Suit:  Grouse  protections
driven  by  politics,  not
science
By Scott Sonner, AP

Rural Nevadans suing to block the Obama administration’s sage-
grouse  protections  say  a  trail  of  internal  government
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documents shows politics was the driving force behind a pre-
determined policy that flies in the face of its experts’ own
best science.

Their latest motion filed in federal court in Reno seeks to
void  the  protections  that  have  severely  restricted  the
development of millions of acres of federal land across 10
Western states.

Nevada  Attorney  General  Adam  Laxalt  and  lawyers  for  nine
counties,  ranchers  and  miners  say  three  top  Interior
Department officials who dubbed themselves the “Grouseketeers”
illegally  sought  input  from  conservationists  outside  the
planning process.

They also say the U.S. Bureau of Land Management ignored its
staff’s advice to reopen the process to prepare a supplemental
environmental impact statement.

World’s powers worried water
is running out
By Nathan Halverson, Reveal

Secret conversations between American diplomats show how a
growing  water  crisis  in  the  Middle  East  destabilized  the
region, helping spark civil wars in Syria and Yemen, and how
those water shortages are spreading to the United States.

Classified U.S. cables reviewed by Reveal from the Center for
Investigative  Reporting  show  a  mounting  concern  by  global
political  and  business  leaders  that  water  shortages  could
spark unrest across the world, with dire consequences.
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Many of the cables read like diary entries from an apocalyptic
sci-fi novel.

“Water shortages have led desperate people to take desperate
measures with equally desperate consequences,” according to a
2009 cable sent by U.S. Ambassador Stephen Seche in Yemen as
water riots erupted across the country.

On Sept. 22 of that year, Seche sent a stark message to the
U.S. State Department in Washington relaying the details of a
conversation with Yemen’s minister of water, who “described
Yemen’s  water  shortage  as  the  ‘biggest  threat  to  social
stability in the near future.’ He noted that 70 percent of
unofficial roadblocks stood up by angry citizens are due to
water shortages, which are increasingly a cause of violent
conflict.”

Seche soon cabled again, stating that 14 of the country’s 16
aquifers had run dry. At the time, Yemen wasn’t getting much
news coverage, and there was little public mention that the
country’s groundwater was running out.

These  communications,  along  with  similar  cables  sent  from
Syria, now seem eerily prescient, given the violent meltdowns
in both countries that resulted in a flood of refugees to
Europe.

Groundwater, which comes from deeply buried aquifers, supplies
the bulk of freshwater in many regions, including Syria, Yemen
and  drought-plagued  California.  It  is  essential  for
agricultural  production,  especially  in  arid  regions  with
little rainwater. When wells run dry, farmers are forced to
fallow fields, and some people get hungry, thirsty and often
very angry.

The classified diplomatic cables, made public years ago by
Wikileaks, now are providing fresh perspective on how water
shortages have helped push Syria and Yemen into civil war, and
prompted the king of neighboring Saudi Arabia to direct his



country’s food companies to scour the globe for farmland.
Since then, concerns about the world’s freshwater supplies
have only accelerated.

It’s not just government officials who are worried. In 2009,
U.S.  Embassy  officers  visited   Nestle’s  headquarters  in
Switzerland, where company executives, who run the world’s
largest food company and are dependent on freshwater to grow
ingredients, provided a grim outlook of the coming years. An
embassy  official  cabled  Washington  with  the  subject  line,
“Tour  D’Horizon  with  Nestle:  Forget  the  Global  Financial
Crisis, the World Is Running Out of Fresh Water.”

“Nestle thinks one-third of the world’s population will be
affected by fresh water scarcity by 2025, with the situation
only  becoming  more  dire  thereafter  and  potentially
catastrophic by 2050,” according to a March 24, 2009, cable.
“Problems will be severest in the Middle East, northern India,
northern China, and the western United States.”

At the time of that meeting, government officials from Syria
and Yemen already had started warning U.S. officials that
their countries were slipping into chaos as a result of water
scarcity.

By  September  2009,  Yemen’s  water  minister  told  the  U.S.
ambassador that the water riots in his country were a “sign of
the future” and predicted “that conflict between urban and
rural areas over water will lead to violence,” according to
the cables.

Less than two years later, rural tribesmen fought their way
into Yemen’s capital, Sanaa, and seized two buildings: the
headquarters of the ruling General People’s Congress and the
main offices of the water utility. The president was forced to
resign,  and  a  new  government  was  formed.  Butwater  issues
continued to amplify long-simmering tensions between various
religious groups and tribesmen, which eventually led to a



full-fledged civil war.

Reveal  reviewed  a  cache  of  water-related  documents  that
included Yemen, Nestle and Saudi Arabia among the diplomatic
documents made public by Wikileaks in 2010. Thomas Friedman, a
columnist for The New York Times, found similar classified
U.S. cables sent from Syria. Those cables also describe how
water scarcity destabilized the country and helped spark a war
that  has  sent  more  than  1  million  refugees  fleeing  into
Europe, a connection Friedman has continued to report.

The water-fueled conflicts in the Middle East paint a dark
picture of a future that many governments now worry could
spread  around  the  world  as  freshwater  supplies  become
increasingly scarce. The CIA, the State Department and similar
agencies in other countries are monitoring the situation.

In  the  past,  global  grain  shortages  have  led  to  rapidly
increasing  food  prices,  which  analysts  have  attributed  to
sparking the Arab Spring revolution in several countries, and
in  2008  pushed  about  150  million  people  into  poverty,
according  to  the  World  Bank.

Water scarcity increasingly is driven by three major factors:
Global warming is forecast to create more severe droughts
around  the  world.  Meat  consumption,  which  requires
significantly more water than a vegetarian or low-meat diet,
is spiking as a growing middle class in countries such as
China and India can afford to eat more pork, chicken and beef.
And the world’s population continues to grow, with an expected
2 billion more stomachs to feed by 2050.

The most troubling signs of the looming threat first appeared
in the Middle East, where wells started running dry nearly 15
years ago. Having drained down their own water supplies, food
companies  from  Saudi  Arabia  and  elsewhere  began  searching
overseas.

In Saudi Arabia, the push to scour the globe for water came



from the top. King Abdullah decreed that grains such as wheat
and hay would need to be imported to conserve what was left of
the  country’s  groundwater.  All  wheat  production  in  Saudi
Arabia will cease this year, and other water-intensive crops
such as hay are being phased out, too, the king ruled.

A classified U.S. cable from Saudi Arabia in 2008 shows that
King Abdullah directed Saudi food companies to search overseas
for  farmland  with  access  to  freshwater  and  promised  to
subsidize their operations. The head of the U.S. Embassy in
Riyadh  concluded  that  the  king’s  goal  was  “maintaining
political stability in the Kingdom.”

U.S. intelligence sources are quick to caution that while
water shortages played a significant factor in the dissolution
of Syria and Yemen, the civil wars ultimately occurred as a
result  of  weak  governance,  high  unemployment,  religious
differences and the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, in addition
to water shortages.

For instance, the state of California has endured a record
drought without suffering an armed coup to overthrow Gov.
Jerry Brown.

But for less stable governments, severe water shortages are
increasingly  expected  to  cause  political  instability,
according  to  the  U.S.  intelligence  community.

In a 2014 speech, U.S. Director of National Intelligence James
Clapper said food and water scarcity are contributing to the
“most diverse array of threats and challenges as I’ve seen in
my 50-plus years in the intel business.

“As time goes on, we’ll be confronting issues I call ‘basics’
resources – food, water, energy, and disease – more and more
as an intelligence community,” he said.

These problems are not just happening overseas, but already
are leading to heated political issues in the United States.



In the western part of the country, which Nestle forecast will
suffer severe long-term shortages, tensions are heating up as
Middle  Eastern  companies  arrive  to  tap  dwindling  water
supplies in California and Arizona.

Almarai, which is Saudi Arabia’s largest dairy company and has
publicly  said  it’s  following  the  king’s  directive,  began
pumping up billions of gallons of water in the Arizona desert
in 2014 to grow hay that it exports back to the Middle East.
Analysts refer to this as exporting “virtual water.” It is
more cost effective to use the Arizona water to irrigate land
in  America  and  ship  the  hay  to  Saudi  Arabia  rather  than
filling a fleet of oil tankers with the water.

Arizonans  living  near  Almarai’s  hay  operation  say  their
groundwater is dropping fast as the Saudis and other foreign
companies  increase  production.  They  are  now  worried  their
domestic wells might suffer the same fate as those in Syria
and Yemen.

In  January,  more  than  300  people  packed  into  a  community
center in rural La Paz County to listen to the head of the
state’s water department discuss how long their desert aquifer
would last.

Five sheriff’s deputies stood guard at the event to ensure the
meeting  remained  civil  –  the  Arizona  Department  of  Water
Resources had requested extra law enforcement, according to
county Supervisor Holly Irwin.

“Water can be a very angry issue,” she said. “With people’s
wells drying up, it becomes very personal.”

Thomas  Buschatzke,  Arizona’s  water  director,  defended  the
Saudi farm, saying it provides jobs and increases tax revenue.
He added that “Arizona is part of the global economy; our
agricultural industry generates billions of dollars annually
to our state’s economy.”



But state officials admit they don’t know how long the area’s
water  will  last,  given  the  increased  water  pumping,  and
announced plans to study it.

“It’s gotten very emotional,” Irwin said. “When you see them
drilling all over the place, I need to protect the little
people.”

After the meeting, the state approved another two new wells
for the Saudi company, each capable of pumping more than a
billion gallons of water a year.

Back in Yemen in 2009, U.S. Ambassador Seche described how as
aquifers were drained, and groundwater levels dropped lower,
rich landowners drilled deeper and deeper wells. But everyday
citizens did not have the money to dig deeper, and as their
wells  ran  dry,  they  were  forced  to  leave  their  land  and
livelihoods behind.

“The  effects  of  water  scarcity  will  leave  the  rich  and
powerful largely unaffected,” Seche wrote in the classified
2009 cable. “These examples illustrate how the rich always
have  a  creative  way  of  getting  water,  which  not  only  is
unavailable  to  the  poor,  but  also  cuts  into  the
unreplenishable  resources.”

South  Shore  ambulance  legal
sparing escalates
By Lake Tahoe News

With the threat of a lawsuit from El Dorado County, the Cal-
Tahoe Joint Powers Authority board this week voted to hire an
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attorney.

The JPA is responsible for providing ambulance service to the
California side of the South Shore. South Lake Tahoe and Lake
Valley fire departments are the agencies of the JPA, each with
two voting members on the board.

South Lake Tahoe agreed to staff its ambulances until July 1.
The city had threatened to stop doing so this month, and to
pull out of the JPA. Monetary reimbursement from the county is
the catalyst to do so.

In an effort to reduce expenses, city ambulances are staffed
with paramedics and emergency medical technicians. Lake Valley
continues to use firefighter-paramedics.

The city made it clear it still wants out of the ambulance
business.

Still to be resolved is South Lake Tahoe’s proposal it made at
the  meeting,  which  includes  giving  its  stake  in  the
consortium, including personnel, to the JPA. Fire Station 2
would be available to the JPA at least through 2019.

The proposal further states, “This transfer of personnel would
not harm Lake Valley’s desire to run Medic 7 in their current
configuration and would relieve the city from being in the
ambulance  transportation  business.  The  city  would  still
provide paramedic engine response within the city as part of
this proposal and would be available as part of mutual aid.”

Other action at the April 11 meeting included:

·      Six cardiac monitors will be purchased.

·      The board is reviewing dispatch proposals from CalFire
and  the  city  with  the  hope  the  county  will  increase  the
reimbursement.



TRPA  Regional  Plan’s  status
up to appellate judges
Whether  the  environmental  impact  statement  for  the  Tahoe
Regional  Planning  Agency’s  Regional  Plan  update  failed  to
analyze how the document negatively impacts soil conservation,
water quality and air quality is at the heart of legal case
that is in the hands of the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals.

Both sides of the lawsuit gave oral arguments April 12 in San
Francisco.

Environmental groups believe the plan, which was adopted in
December 2012, promotes more growth, including in areas not
already developed. Sierra Club and Friends of the West Shore
filed  the  lawsuit  in  early  2013.  No  one  from  either
organization  was  available  for  comment.

TRPA won that initial lawsuit in U.S. District Court. It was
then appealed.

There is no time line for the appellate court judges to make a
ruling.  They  have  Tuesday’s  oral  testimony,  briefs,
administrative record and District Court ruling to use to make
their decision.

“We are confident the court will find our Regional Plan is
based on sound science, planning, and analysis. It represents
the best path forward for TRPA to accomplish its mandate to
restore Lake Tahoe’s environment and make our communities more
sustainable,”  said  Joanne  Marchetta,  executive  director  at
TRPA, said in a statement.

— Lake Tahoe News staff report

https://www.laketahoenews.net/2016/04/trpa-regional-plans-status-up-to-appellate-judges/
https://www.laketahoenews.net/2016/04/trpa-regional-plans-status-up-to-appellate-judges/


Snippets about Lake Tahoe
·        Windjammers  Yacht  Club’s  annual
Chowder Feed and Membership Drive is April 16
at  6pm  in  the  clubhouse  above  the
harbormaster’s office in the Tahoe Keys Marina
in South Lake Tahoe. Cost is $15. Social hour
begins at 6pm, with dinner at 7pm. RSVP by
April 13 to vicecommodorewyc@gmail.com.

·       Washoe County Sheriff’s Office is reviving the mounted
horse unit.

·      Golf for Kids Day benefits Boys & Girls Club North Lake
Tahoe. The event is all day May 15, with a scramble at 1pm for
an extra $10. It is at the Old Brockway Golf Course in Kings
Beach. For more info and to sign up, call 530.546.9909.

·       Toastmasters International provides a supportive and
positive learning experience in which members are empowered to
develop  communication  and  leadership  skills,  resulting  in
greater self-confidence and personal growth. The South Shore
group meets every second and fourth Monday in the South Tahoe
PUD boardroom at 6:30pm.

·       Bob Derlet is the Democratic candidate for the 4th
Congressional District. He is running against incumbent Tom
McClintock. He is putting on a town hall meeting April 21 at
6pm at Lake Tahoe Community College. LTCC Ecology Club, Tahoe
Citizens Climate Coalition and Tahoe Area Sierra Club are
sponsoring this event.

https://www.laketahoenews.net/2016/04/snippets-lake-tahoe-181/


Conner seeks equal treatment
from SLT staff
By Kathryn Reed

An El Dorado County Superior Court judge inadvertently limited
South Lake Tahoe Councilwoman JoAnn Conner’s interaction with
city staff.

Judge Steve Bailey on April 12 said email is the only way
Conner, when acting as a citizen and not an elected official,
may contact any employee at the city. Prior to then she was
allowed to call, even see some of them in person.

JoAnn Conner

Jacqueline Mittelstadt, Conner’s attorney, requested the ex
parte hearing. Such a hearing must be heard within 24 hours
and is usually done so in more life and death situations, or
something dire.

For  Conner,  the  urgency  revolved  around  an  event  she  is
putting on at the city’s rec center. Her contention was the
city has been making it difficult for her to do her regular
job.

Bailey agreed Conner should not be hindered from making a
living. His answer was for Conner to be allowed to contact
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department heads by email as well as the city attorney and
city manager.

While the expansion to department heads is new since City
Manager Nancy Kerry issued an edict last fall banning Conner
from interacting with anyone but herself or the city attorney,
the irony is Kerry is by default the head of the recreation
department. This is the sector of the city Conner regularly
engages because it’s where she stages events.

Bailey cited how limiting Conner’s ability to make a living
would be relegating her to a second-class citizen and that he
found  it  “troubling”  the  city  would  dictate  with  whom
residents  could  speak.

In an odd discourse, Bailey dropped the names Duane Wallace
and Dave Borges, two well-known South Lake Tahoe residents,
asking what if they were denied the ability to do their jobs
because the city dictated who they could interact with.

(Bailey hosted a political fundraiser earlier this month for a
judicial  candidate  at  which  Wallace,  Borges,  Conner  and
Mittelstadt were in attendance.)

What  was  missing  from  Tuesday’s  hearing  was  any  evidence
supporting or refuting Conner’s claims. This is normal in this
type of procedure, but it left Bill Chisum, outside counsel
for the city, with little room to make an argument.

Documents were submitted by the city that did not appear to
have been relevant at this juncture.

In Kerry’s declaration to the court she outlined how it’s true
Conner  is  treated  differently  –  she  has  her  emails  and
requests responded to in a matter of hours instead of days,
which is more customary.

The defense counsel wrote, “It is difficult to understand
petitioner’s complaints when she fails to take simple acts



like picking up the application packet.”

An evidentiary hearing is scheduled for late May. At that time
the city’s request to have Mittelstadt dismissed because of a
conflict of interest will also be heard.

The whole legal brouhaha started last year with the other four
council members censuring Conner as well as the city manager’s
ruling to limit Conner’s access to staff. These decisions came
about because city staff felt harassed by Conner; and others –
including her council colleagues – were tired of verbal abuse.

The judge on Tuesday told Conner not to harass anyone, not to
destroy city property, no stalking and more than a half dozen
other no-no’s when it came to her behavior.

Opinion: Rent control not an
answer for affordable housing
By Joe Mathews

Rent  control  won’t  solve  California’s  enormous  housing
problems. But that’s not stopping Californians from pursuing
rent control policies in their hometowns.

2016 threatens to become the Year of Rent Control, with the
topic white-hot in the Bay Area, home to California’s most
expensive housing. Rent control refers to laws that put limits
on how much landlords may raise rents.
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Joe Mathews

Last summer, Richmond became the first city in California in
30 years to pass a new control law (though the law was later
suspended,  and  the  issue  likely  will  be  decided  on  the
ballot). And in recent months, rent control has become a top
issue in the state’s biggest cities.

In San Jose, multiple proposals to tighten rent controls,
perhaps by tying them to inflation, are being debated in the
city  council,  and  some  could  go  to  the  ballot.  A  ballot
initiative to cap rent increases was just filed in Oakland.
L.A. is considering a new registry of all apartment rents. And
in  San  Diego,  a  tenants’  movement  wants  to  establish  new
controls.

Such  attention  to  rent  control  is  understandable  but
unhelpful. Rent control is a policy that, as libraries full of
research and California’s own experience demonstrates, doesn’t
do  much  to  accomplish  its  avowed  purpose:  to  make  more
affordable housing available.

As the state’s nonpartisan Legislative Analyst’s Office made
clear in a 2015 report, the heart of California’s housing
problem is that we Californians have long failed to build
anywhere close to enough new housing to accommodate the number
of  people  who  live  here.  The  office  said  we’d  need  an
additional 100,000 units a year to mitigate the problem. The
reasons  for  the  lack  of  building  are  many  and  related:
community resistance, environmental policies, a lack of fiscal
incentives for local governments to approve housing, and the
high costs of land and construction.



Given all those barriers, today’s debate over rent control
seems beside the point.

If rent control really lowers prices and produces stability
for tenants, as its supporters claim, why are cities with rent
control—among them Beverly Hills, Los Angeles, Palm Springs,
San Francisco, Santa Monica, San Jose, Thousand Oaks, and West
Hollywood—so expensive? On the other side of the question,
opponents of rent control sound ridiculous when they warn that
it discourages new construction, especially since state law
exempts new construction from rent control laws. The vast
majority of California cities have no rent control—and they
have housing shortages, too.

The real import of the rent control debate is as a reminder of
California’s  civic  disease:  our  long  history  of  embracing
complicated  formulas  as  ways  to  dodge  the  hard  work  of
democratically solving tough problems. Rent control laws often
include complicated formulas for allowing rents to be raised
by different percentages or in different ways depending on
different conditions (like whether a landlord made capital
improvements).

It’s instructive that rent control’s California history is
deeply intertwined with the ultimate dodgy California formula,
Proposition  13.  That  constitutional  amendment,  approved  by
voters  in  1978,  provided  the  foundation  upon  which  two
generations of California fiscal formulas have been built.

One false promise of Proposition 13 was that saving property
owners money on their taxes would lead to lower home prices
and rents. So when home prices and rents soared after the
amendment passed, liberal cities began to install rent control
ordinances that, like Proposition 13, didn’t lower rents or
housing prices either.

And, just as Proposition 13 keeps taxes lower the longer you
stay in your home, rent control grants special privileges to



the older and more stable among us, regardless of their actual
financial need. That is the maddening tragedy of 21st-century
California: A place that once cherished and defined the new is
now organized around the imperative of favoring the old and
the established. It is infuriating, and odd, that people who
think of themselves as progressives defend, and even seek to
extend, such fundamentally conservative policies.

The people who need protection in California are poor people
who cycle through housing. The best approach here is not more
housing  incentives—decades  of  housing  incentives  both  to
developers  and  renters  have  produced  very  little  housing
here—but  developing  robust  support  structures  (via
transportation,  health,  child  care,  jobs,  and  cash)  that
follow poor people wherever they can find opportunity. And, of
course, more housing.

In a state devoted to anti-tax formulas that don’t keep taxes
low  and  education  funding  guarantees  that  don’t  guarantee
enough money for education, it’s no surprise that rent control
laws don’t make housing affordable. But let’s not pretend that
rent  control  is  anything  other  than  just  another  way  of
pretending to address our housing problems.

Joe Mathews writes the Connecting California column for Zócalo
Public Square.
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