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SUSTAINABLE WATER FACILITY 

What’s in a Name? 

 

Introduction 

 

This essay explains why the CCSD chose the name Sustainable Water Facility (SWF) to 

describe its water treatment project when the project proceeded from the emergency 

permit stage to the regular coastal development permit stage.  Contrary to the assertion by 

some project opponents that the CCSD changed the name to “sustainable” to describe a 

facility intended to support rampant population growth, the plant appropriately changed 

names when it moved from the temporary and emergency phase to the permanent and 

sustainable phase.   

 

The Emergency Water Supply Phase of the Project 

 

Faced with a desperate and extraordinary drought, in April 2014 the CCSD obtained from 

San Luis Obispo County an emergency permit to construct and operate a reverse osmosis 

(RO) water treatment plant near the San Simeon Creek Lagoon.  Consistent with the 

emergency nature of the permit which authorized the plant’s use only during Phase 3 

water shortage emergencies, the plant was appropriately named the Emergency Water 

Supply (EWS) project. 

 

The Sustainable Water Facility Phase of the Project 

 

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

development permit (CDP).  Unlike the emergency permit which authorizes the CCSD to 

operate the plant only during Stage 3 water shortage emergencies, a properly drafted CDP 

would grant the CCSD flexibility to operate the plant in non-emergency situations to 

supplement the town’s potable water supplies, including using the plant to avoid such 

emergencies.  The SWF would operate to sustain Cambria’s residents and businesses, 

sustain its aquifers, and sustain its beautiful natural environment.   

 

The SWF Will Sustain Cambria’s Year Around Supply of Fresh Water 

 

Cambria depends on just two aquifers as its only sources of potable water, the San 

Simeon Creek aquifer and the Santa Rosa Creek aquifer.  Both aquifers run low during 

dry summer months and can run dangerously low during multi-year droughts.  The CDP 

would authorize the SWF to operate during dry months to produce 400 gallons per 

minute (gpm) to sustain Cambria’s potable water supplies and help avoid emergency 

conditions.     

 

There is another reason for renaming the plant the Sustainable Water Facility.  The term 

“sustainable” commonly refers to water treatment facilities that recycle or reclaim 
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wastewater to fresh drinking water.  One of the sources that feeds the SWF is treated 

effluent from the CCSD’s wastewater treatment plant.  Thus, the SWF is a sustainable 

facility because, in part, it converts treated wastewater effluent to drinking water.  By 

renaming the plant as “sustainable” the CCSD has also improved cooperation among 

regulatory agencies and has positioned itself for increased grants for the SWF and SWF 

related projects.          

 

The SWF Will Sustain Cambria's Two Natural Aquifers    

 

We have learned many hard lessons during California's unprecedented drought.  Perhaps 

the most important lesson is the hydro-geologic truth that, unless we take action, an 

extended drought eventually will cause serious and irreversible damage to the only two 

natural aquifers serving our potable water needs.  How could such a thing happen?   

 

Diminished water flow resulting from extended droughts can cause subsidence of rock, 

sand and gravel in an aquifer.  This decreases the aquifer’s capacity to store water, and 

the effect is permanent.  Once subsidence occurs, the aquifer may be irreparably 

destroyed.  In aquifers such as ours, which flow directly into the ocean, depleted volumes 

of fresh water also allow saltwater to intrude into the aquifer—destroying the aquifer as a 

potable water supply.  The SWF will operate during our driest summer months, when our 

aquifers are at greatest risk, to sustain the flow of fresh water through the San Simeon 

Creek aquifer.  Additionally, by reducing our dependence on the Santa Rosa Creek, the 

SWF will also indirectly help to prevent subsidence and saltwater intrusion in that 

aquifer. 

 

The SWF Will Sustain Cambria’s Natural Habitats 

 

Protecting Cambria’s aquifers from subsidence and saltwater intrusion not only benefits 

Cambria’s residents and businesses but also benefits the habitats that depend on those 

aquifers.  Therefore, the SWF will sustain habitats in and around San Simeon and Santa 

Rosa Creeks. The SWF would also pump 100 gpm of fresh water into the San Simeon 

Creek Lagoon which will protect the habitats that depend on the Lagoon during dry 

periods. 

 

Conclusion 

 

When the CCSD entered the regular development phase of the water project, it was 

perfectly natural, accurate and appropriate to describe the plant as the Sustainable Water 

Facility because the facility, properly permitted, would contribute so much to sustain 

Cambria’s potable water supply, its aquifers and the habitats that depend on those 

aquifers and on the San Simeon Creek Lagoon. 
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