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Cambria's Sustainable Water Facility 101—Part 2 

Inside the Sustainable Water Facility 

 

SUMMARY 

 

● The Sustainable Water Facility is the product of decades of sound scientific and 

engineering evaluation by the CCSD and its expert consultants. 

 

● The project was initially built in 2014 to address the water shortage caused by 

extraordinary drought conditions.  However, the facility is also designed to be a 

permanent means of providing sustainable water security for Cambria. 

 

● The SWF utilizes a three-phase water treatment process to convert a blend of brackish 

water, treated wastewater effluent and some fresh water into potable water which is 

reinjected into Cambria’s primary drinking-water source, the San Simeon Creek aquifer. 

 

● The SWF, which was designed to conform with the CCSD’s 2008 Water Master Plan, 

serves multiple purposes.  It not only produces 400 gallons per minute (gpm) of fresh 

potable water for human consumption but it also protects the San Simeon Creek and 

Santa Rosa Creek aquifers from subsidence and seawater intrusion.  The facility 

promotes habitats that depend on these aquifers and, by pumping 100 gpm of fresh water 

into the San Simeon Creek Lagoon, helps to preserve the Lagoon during dry summer 

months.    

 

The SWF is Supported by Sound Science and Engineering 

 

The origin of the Sustainable Water Facility extends years before April 22, 2014 when 

the Cambria Community Services District filed its application for an Emergency Coastal 

Development Permit to construct and operate the Emergency Water Supply plant (EWS), 

as the SWF was then called.  As noted in the previous essay of this series, Cambria's 

Long Path Toward Water Security, the CCSD had spent decades evaluating alternative 

projects to solve Cambria's chronic water shortages.  Each of these projects provided 

valuable knowledge for the District to move forward to a cost-effective and 

environmentally sound solution to our water problem that would be acceptable to the 

community. 

 

Beginning around 2000, the CCSD commissioned a number of studies leading up to the 

adoption of the 2008 CCSD Water Master Plan.  These studies included analyses of land 

use and buildout, water supply availability, potable and recycled water distribution and an 

assessment of long-term supply alternatives.  Again, the studies contributed considerable 

additional information which the CCSD would eventually use to solve Cambria's water 

shortages. 



2 
 

 

Following the adoption of the 2008 Water Master Plan, the CCSD and the United States 

Army Corps of Engineers entered into a partnership by which, among other things, the 

parties would identify, develop and evaluate multiple water concepts, options and 

alternatives capable of providing a 250 acre-foot supplemental supply of fresh water to 

meet Cambria's water demand during the six-month dry season.  The Corps and CCSD 

selected the world-renowned engineering firm CDM Smith to conduct an extensive and 

exhaustive study of alternative water solutions (including revisiting some of the proposals 

that the CCSD had previously considered). 

 

CDM Smith's investigation and analysis culminated in November 27, 2013 with a 236- 

page Engineering Technical Memorandum entitled Cambria Water Supply Alternatives.  

(CDM Smith's Engineering Technical Memorandum, is available on the CCSD 

website: https://www.cambriacsd.org/files/cb0db88c2/final-11_27_2013-cambria-water-

supply-alts-tech-memo-by-cdm-smith.)  CDM Smith identified and evaluated twenty-

eight alternative solutions to Cambria's chronic water shortage problem, including: 

● Twelve seawater reverse osmosis projects. 

 

● Four projects involving a blend of brackish water and wastewater effluent. 

 

● Six surface water projects including surface water storage off San Simeon and Santa 

Rosa Creeks and tapping Lake Nacimiento and/or Whale Rock Reservoirs. 

 

● A deep hard-rock aquifer storage project sourced from Santa Rosa Creek. 

 

● Five emerging technologies or unconventional water supply concepts including 

tropospheric water precipitation, offshore seawater reverse osmosis desalination, 

rainwater runoff retention, gray water and water conservation. 

 

Initially, the options were cut from twenty-eight to four, and the four finalists were then 

subjected to further evaluation using a rigorous set of criteria.  Each of the final 

alternatives was also submitted for discussion at a series of community workshops in 

Cambria.  Two alternative evaluation methodologies were applied and, under both 

methodologies, the highest ranked project to solve Cambria's chronic water shortage 

problem was a reverse osmosis (RO) plant located on San Simeon Creek to convert a 

blend of brackish water, treated wastewater effluent and fresh water into clean fresh 

potable water.  CDM Smith’s recommended first choice was the RO facility that, with 

only slight modification, became the Emergency Water Supply project and then the 

current Sustainable Water Facility. 

  

https://www.cambriacsd.org/files/cb0db88c2/final-11_27_2013-cambria-water-supply-alts-tech-memo-by-cdm-smith
https://www.cambriacsd.org/files/cb0db88c2/final-11_27_2013-cambria-water-supply-alts-tech-memo-by-cdm-smith
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The Exceptional Drought and the Emergency Water Supply Project  

 

CDM Smith's Technical Memo came none too soon, because in November 2013 

Cambria, like the rest of California, was in the grip of an unprecedented drought that 

forced the town into severe water conservation measures.  These severe measures were 

not only unpleasant but unhealthy and they threatened Cambria's tourist economy.  In 

response to the exceptional drought, California Governor Jerry Brown adopted two 

proclamations in March and April 2014 to expedite new water supply projects.   

 

The CCSD responded quickly by slightly modifying the initial San Simeon Creek RO 

design and, on April 22, 2014, submitting its application for an emergency coastal 

development permit.  Upon being granted the emergency permit the following month, the 

CCSD, completed construction of the EWS within six months, conducted required testing 

and the EWS began producing water in January 2015—a remarkable turnaround.   

 

The success of Cambria's EWS was widely recognized.  The project received honors and 

awards from around the world for the innovative way in which it adapted RO technology 

to meet a desperate water emergency and the speed with which the project was 

implemented.  Additionally, the CCSD secured a $4.38 million state grant that covered 

about one-third of the cost to design and construct the EWS.  The remaining costs were 

raised through a bank loan.   

 

The emergency development permit required the CCSD to apply for a regular coastal 

development permit (CDP) for the project requiring extensive review under the 

California Environmental Quality Act, the California Coastal Act and other applicable 

land use and environmental laws and regulations.  The CCSD applied for the regular 

CDP and—in light of the permanent, not emergency, nature of the permit it was 

seeking—decided on “Sustainable Water Facility” as an appropriate name.  We discuss 

the regular CDP permit process in detail in the next essay in our series, At the 

Crossroads: The Regular Coastal Development Permit as of June 2018.  Before we get 

there, let's look at how the SWF actually operates and how much water it produces. 

 

How the Sustainable Water Facility Works 

 

As noted above, the EWS and the SWF are the same project, producing the same amount 

of drinking water with the same pumps, filters and other equipment. The only change that 

has been made is in the method of brine disposal—more about that later.  The SWF is an 

elegant solution for Cambria's chronic water shortages.  It uses a three-phase water 

treatment process that produces potable water that is re-injected upstream into the 

CCSD's San Simeon Creek well field. 

 

Source water--a blend of brackish water, treated effluent from the CCSD wastewater 

treatment plant and fresh groundwater--is pumped at a well just inland from the San 
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Simeon Creek Lagoon.  The blend is initially run through a filtration membrane to 

remove particles in the water.  The water is then run through a series of reverse osmosis 

(RO) units to remove salts and other dissolved chemicals.  After the water completes the 

RO process, the water then passes under a sterilizing ultraviolet light that kills any 

bacteria which may have survived the filtration and RO processes.  After the water is 

sterilized under the ultraviolet light it is pumped upstream to where it is re-injected into 

the CCSD's San Simeon Creek well field.  From there, the water travels through the 

aquifer's rock and sand to the CCSD’s drinking water extraction wells. 

 

In order to expedite permitting and construction, the EWS used a pond on CCSD 

property to hold and evaporate the brine left over from the RO process.  The pond is 

being decommissioned in favor of a more environmentally friendly process of 

temporarily storing the brine in tanks onsite and trucking it to an appropriate offsite waste 

disposal facility.  During the 3-4 dry summer months when the SWF is in operation, we 

estimate that tank trucks will make about three round trips per day from the SWF to a 

waste disposal facility in southern San Luis Obispo County. 

 

The SWF: Supplementing Cambria's Water Supplies and Improving the 

Environment 

 

Once the SWF receives its regular coastal development permit, it will pump 400 gallons 

per minute (gpm) of potable water into the CCSD's re-injection well.  About 250 gpm of 

that water reaches the CCSD’s drinking-water wells after a 60-day travel time. However, 

the re-injected water also has immediate—and crucial—benefits in the meantime.  It 

maintains adequate water levels in the aquifer and prevents permanent damage to the 

aquifer from subsidence or intrusion of brackish water and effluent.  In these ways, the 

SWF’s operation alleviates any concerns that Cambria will run out of water during dry 

summer months, even during multi-year droughts. 

 

As we stated above and in other essays in this series, the SWF does not just serve the 

water needs of Cambria's residents and businesses.  The facility also improves habitats in 

the San Simeon Creek and Lagoon.  During its operation, by converting brackish water 

into clean fresh water and injecting that fresh water back into the aquifer, the SWF helps 

to preserve habitats dependent on the aquifer during dry summer months.  Also, during 

operation, the SWF pumps up to 100 gpm of fresh water directly into the San Simeon 

Creek Lagoon which further helps to sustain the Lagoon and the habitats that depend on 

it.  Finally, by reducing Cambria’s reliance on the Santa Rosa Creek aquifer, the SWF 

indirectly promotes the habitats that depend on that aquifer.   

 

Conclusion 

 

The Sustainable Water Facility is a practical, cost-effective and sustainable facility that 

provides water security for our town while promoting the environment.  In our next essay 
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in the series, At the Crossroads: The Regular Coastal Development Permit as of June 

2018, we take a deeper dive into the details of the CCSD's application for a pending 

regular coastal development permit. 

Cambrians for Water Steering Committee 

 


