Date: July 21, 2014

Questions and Answers
Regarding Sierra Madre’s Moratorium on Water Service Connections
On July 8, 2014, the City Council took action to implement a moratorium on new water
service connections to the City’s water system. We have received a number of
questions regarding the Council’s action. This fact sheet has been prepared to answer
the questions we have received. Please note that this fact sheet will be updated as
needed. You can check the date at the top of this page to know if you are reading the
most recent version.
Q&A on Water Moratorium
1.

Why did the Council adopt a moratorium on new water service connections?

The City Council has been keeping a close watch on Sierra Madre’s water situation. As
early as May 2013, the City had implemented mandatory water conservation measures.
Then in January 2014, California’s Governor proclaimed a state of emergency due to the
current drought conditions in the state.
In the meantime, the drought continues. For the rainy season of 2012-2013 the City only
received 9.72 inches of rain. For the rainy season of 2013-2014, the city received only 5.9
inches of rain. This can be compared to the 50 year mean, which is 23.76 inches of rain.
The aquifer where Sierra Madre has historically pumped its water, dropped to levels where
the City’s wells could not be operated, and in October 2013, for the first time in the history
of the City’s water department, the City began importing water via a Metropolitan Water
District connection.
It became evident that additional action needed to be considered. On July 8, 2014, the
City Council implemented the moratorium on new water service connections. There are
many other reasons why the City Council imposed the moratorium. The reasons are
included as findings in City Resolution No. 14-58, Urgency Ordinance 1356U and 1357U,
copies of which are attached to this Fact Sheet.

2.

When will the City Council be considering an extension to the moratorium?

On July 8, 2014, the City Council adopted Ordinance No. 1357U, establishing an Interim
Moratorium Ordinance Pursuant to Government Code Section 65858 on the issuance of
all building permits and any discretionary approvals for construction of new development
requiring new water service connections. The interim ordinance was an urgency
ordinance, making it effective immediately. The Interim Ordinance 1357U will expire on
August 22, 2014, unless the City Council takes action to extend the moratorium before it
expires.
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The City Council will consider extending the Interim Ordinance 1357U at a meeting on
Tuesday, August 12, 2014 at 6:30 pm, in the City Hall Council Chambers. The public is
encouraged to attend to provide input.

3.

How long is the moratorium in effect?

4.

What does each of the ordinances and the resolution do?

It is important to note that the City Council approved three separate pieces of
implementing legislation – City Resolution No. 14-58, Urgency Ordinance 1356U and
1357U, and each has different timing.
 Resolution 14-58 remains in effect until it is modified or rescinded by formal City
Council action.
 Ordinance 1356U remains in effect until the ground water levels in the East
Raymond Basin recover sufficiently to permit the City to pump its full adjudicated
ground water supply from its four wells, for distribution to its existing customers
within the City.
 Urgency Ordinance 1357U remains in effect until August 22, 2014, unless the City
Council takes action to extend the moratorium before it expires. The longest
period of time the ordinance could be extended, is for a period of an additional 22
months and 15 days (until July 5, 2016).



Resolution 14-58 relied upon the authority of the existing Mandatory Water
Conservation Plan Ordinance, which can be found under Chapter 13-24 of the
Sierra Madre Municipal Code (SMMC), and declared a Phase III mandatory water
conservation event per SMMC 13.24.210. Phase III mandates that existing
customers curtail their water use by 30%, as required by SMMC 13.24.100. When
either a Phase III or Phase IV mandatory water conservation is declared, a
moratorium on new water service connections under SMMC 13.24.220 is
automatically triggered. Under the Ordinance, the moratorium provisions cannot be
enacted without the Phase III or Phase IV conservation provision in place.
The specific moratorium under Resolution 14-58 prohibits the installation of new
potable water services, new temporary meters or new permanent meters, and
prohibits the issuance of statements of immediate ability to serve or provide
potable water service (such as "will serve" letters), except under the following
circumstances:
1. A valid, unexpired building permit has been issued for the project; or
2. The project is necessary to protect the public's health, safety and welfare.
The resolution allows for the increase in water meter service size only in instances
where the increase is solely to accommodate installation of fire sprinklers in a
structure which already has a water service connection.
This moratorium is not time-limited and can continue indefinitely, unless it is
modified or rescinded by formal City Council action; however, if the Council
rescinds the mandatory Phase III 30% water conservation, the moratorium under
this resolution will be automatically lifted



Urgency Ordinance 1356U declared a water shortage emergency and imposed a
moratorium on issuance of new water service connections until the water shortage
ends. This moratorium is issued under the authority of California Water Code
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Sections 350 et. seq. and 375 et seq. The ordinance prohibits the installation of
new or additional water service connections. The ordinance allows for the increase
in water meter service size only in instances where the increase is necessary to
accommodate installation of fire sprinklers in a structure which already has a water
service.
The findings of this ordinance allow for the moratorium to remain in place until
certain milestones are met in terms of water levels in the aquifer from which the
city draws its water supply.


Urgency Ordinance 1357U imposed a moratorium on issuance of building permits
and/or granting of discretionary approvals for construction of new development
requiring new water service connections, per Government Code 65858.
Government Code Section 65858 is a provision of the State Planning and Zoning
Law, which authorizes an interim, urgency zoning ordinance to prevent
development which may be inconsistent with a plan under development—such as
the City's intended update of its General Plan, development and zoning codes to
enact more stringent water conservation requirements--pending adoption of that
plan.
This moratorium has a strict two year time limit under state law; it cannot remain in
place more than 24 months and it cannot be extended again.

5.

Will the City impose penalties under the Phase III water conservation mandate?

6.

Can I get building permits for a room addition or a patio cover at my existing
home?

Penalties for exceeding water conservation targets have been waived pursuant to previous
Council direction. The Council previously directed staff to return in November 2014 with a
discussion regarding the possible reinstatement of penalties. When Phase III (30%)
conservation was initiated, the City Council did not reinstate penalties. It should be noted
that if drought conditions worsen or local conservation efforts do not improve, penalties
may be reinstated by City Council action at any time.

If you have an existing water service connection, you can apply for building permits with
the City for room additions, patios, including new construction, remodeling, alteration,
reconstruction, and demolition during the moratorium.

7.

Can I continue with plan processing and get plans approved?

8.

Can I upgrade my existing water meter (install a larger water meter) to
accommodate a fire sprinkler system for my home?

If you have an existing water connection serving the property, plans that are currently in
plan check with the City for development which does not require an additional water
service connection can continue with processing for plan check approval. Development
Services staff will contact you when your plans are approved and ready for you to obtain
the necessary building permit(s).

Yes. All three moratoria allow for the increase in water service size solely to accommodate
installation of fire sprinklers in a structure which already has a water service.

9.

Can I get a smaller meter?
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Repair or replacement of meters “in kind” is allowable under all three moratoria. An
exception to this limitation is when replacement of an existing meter with a larger meter is
necessary to accommodate installation of fire sprinklers or other fire protection facilities.
There is no similar exception for replacement of an existing meter with a smaller meter.

10. If I have an abandoned water service to my property, such as a service with the
meter removed, does that exempt me from the moratorium?

No. For purposes of the moratoria, a water service or water connection is defined as a
complete, continuous connection between a private point of use and a city water main. A
water service with the meter removed is not a complete, continuous connection, as there
is a gap between the public side of the “connection” and the private side.

11. Can the three Stonegate projects that are currently going before the Planning
Commission, continue with the processing of the Conditional Use and Hillside
Development applications to construct new homes? What about the other parcels
in the Stonegate development?

Yes. These properties have existing water service connections and can continue with the
review by the Planning Commission for the proposed construction of new homes. If the
Planning Commission were to approve any of the three projects, building permits can be
issued to construct the homes because the moratorium only prohibits issuance of building
permits for properties which do not have existing water service connections. All of the
properties in the Stonegate subdivision have existing water service connections, and as
such, the City can process future development applications and issue building permits
within the moratorium.

12. What work will the Development Services Department have since there is a
building moratorium?

The majority of the current workload in the Development Services Department is
processing remodeling, additions, and new construction and development permit
applications for existing homes and properties, which have existing water service
connections.
In the past several months, building activity has increased and it is expected that this level
of activity will continue. The Development Services Department is currently processing 20
development permit applications. For the month of June 2014, staff received 9 plan check
applications, issued 39 permits (building, electrical, mechanical, and plumbing), and
conducted 127 site inspections for properties which have existing water service
connections. The Development services front counter received 208 visits in the month of
June from contractors, architects, and resident homeowners seeking information on
zoning, land use, and building permit requirements.
The Development Services staff is also managing the General Plan Update and other
studies as directed by the City Council and Planning Commission. In addition to the
current workload, with the adoption of the moratorium, the City Council will be directing
City staff to study and develop water conservation policies, which will require revisiting
sections of the General Plan Update to ensure that goals, objectives and policies are
added or modified concerning water conservation, review and amend the zoning code,
establish new design and development standards for new construction, develop new
landscaping standards, create best practices/guidelines for water conservation, among
other policies and programs. This major effort, while the moratorium is in place, will
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involve the work of other City departments, including Public Works, and Commissions and
the City Council for review and adoption of these policies.
Further questions?
If you have additional questions, please feel free to contact the Development Services
Department, or the Public Works Department at (626) 355-7135 during City Hall’s open
hours of 11 am to 5:30 pm on Mondays to Thursdays.

Attachments
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