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ARROYO GRANDE GROUNDWATER SUSTAINABILITY
PLAN DISCLAIMER / LIMITATIONS

The Arroyo Grande Subbasin (3-12.02) (Basin) is currently designated as a very low priority
basin by the California Department of Water Resources Bulletin 118. Thus, the Basin is not
required to be managed under a Groundwater Sustainability Plan or coordinated Groundwater
Sustainability Plan pursuant to the Sustainable Groundwater Management Act (SGMA) (see
e.g. Water Code Section 10720.7 and Water Code Section 10727) and Chapter 11. State
Intervention of SGMA (Water Code Section 10735 et seq.) does not apply to the Basin.
Nonetheless, and as authorized by subsection (b) of Water Code Section 10720.7, the County
of San Luis Obispo (County) and the City of Arroyo Grande (City) have chosen to prepare the
Arroyo Grande Subbasin Groundwater Sustainability Plan (GSP) for the limited purposes of
better understanding Basin conditions and supporting future Habitat Conservation Plan efforts
with the Arroyo Grande Creek Watershed Model. As such, an Implementation period start date
has not been defined, but the County and City may choose to revisit GSP implementation
should a change in subbasin conditions arise.
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GROUNDWATER SUSTAINABILITY PLAN

Executive
Summary

The Sustainable Groundwater Management Act (SGMA), Section 10720,

et. seq., of the State Water Code, requires sustainable groundwater

management in all high and medium priority basins. The Santa Maria
River Valley - Arroyo Grande groundwater subbasin (DWR No. 3-012.02)
(AG Subbasin) was designated as a high priority basin (DWR, 2016), and
was reprioritized in 2019 to a very low priority basin (DWR, 2019).

The Santa Maria River Valley - Arroyo Grande groundwater
subbasin (AG Subbasin) was originally part of the non-
adjudicated “fringe” areas of the adjudicated Santa Maria River
Valley Groundwater Basin (DWR No. 3-012), which was
designated as a high priority basin (DWR, California's
Groundwater: Bulletin 118 - Interim Update 2016, Working
Towards Sustainability, 2016), but due to the final results of the
DWR’s groundwater basin boundary modifications in 2019, the
AG Subbasin and Santa Maria River Valley — Santa Maria (No.
3-012.01) groundwater subbasin (Santa Maria Subbasin) were
established as separate subbasins within the previously
designated Santa Maria River Valley Basin (No. 3-012). The AG
Subbasin was then reprioritized as very low priority (DWR,
2019).

IN THIS SECTION

Plan Area and Basin
Overview

Outreach

Groundwater
Conditions

Budget
Monitoring Network

Management
Criteria and Actions
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Introduction

San Luis Obispo County (County) and the City of Arroyo Grande (City), entered into a
Memorandum of Agreement (MOA) regarding preparation of a GSP for the AG Subbasin
effective as of October 6, 2020. The MOA's purpose is for the City and County to coordinate
preparation of a single GSP for the entire AG Subbasin pursuant to SGMA and other applicable
provisions of law.

Because of the AG Subbasin’s very low prioritization, SGMA does not require the development
of a GSP for the AG Subbasin. However, the AG Subbasin GSAs are proceeding with the
development of a GSP to assure continued sustainable conjunctive management of
groundwater and surface water supplies. Work efforts included in the GSP development are
important for informing the future water resource management of the AG Subbasin and
interconnected surface waters of the Arroyo Grande Creek watershed that overlie the
subbasin. In the AG Subbasin, there are several federally listed endangered species that are
impacted by the Lopez Project which includes the Lopez Lake (i.e., Lopez Reservoir) and the
Lopez Terminal Reservoir. Due to the requirements of the Endangered Species Act, the San
Luis County Flood Control and Water Conservation District (District) Zone 3 (FC Zone 3) that
operates the Lopez Project is currently developing a Habitat Conservation Plan (HCP). The
HCP will characterize the impacts the Lopez Project operations on the endangered species
within the Arroyo Grande Creek watershed. The HCP will also likely include an adaptive
downstream release strategy that will satisfy and sustainably manage competing demands of
the water supply contracts, the appropriate downstream releases for groundwater recharge, and
in-stream flow requirements all within the safe yield of the reservoir. Through the development
of this GSP, a set of computer modeling management tools will be developed to support the
HCP to evaluate the relationship between flow in AG Creek due to reservoir releases and
groundwater uses in the subbasin through pumping.

Plan Area

The AG Subbasin lies in the southern portion of San Luis Obispo County. The AG Subbasin is
approximately seven miles long, oriented in a northeast-southwest direction, extending from
Lopez Dam to the boundary of the Adjudicated Area of the Santa Maria Subbasin
(approximately coincident with the Wilmar Avenue Fault and Highway 101). The tributary valley
of Tar Spring Creek is about three miles long, oriented east-west, and joins Arroyo Grande
Creek about three miles upstream of Highway 101. Below Lopez Lake where the AG Subbasin
lies, the valleys of gentle flatlands and rolling hills ranging in elevation from approximately 100
to 500 feet above mean sea level are prominent. Average annual precipitation ranges from
approximately 16.1 inches near Highway 101 to about 19.1 inches in higher elevation areas
near Lopez Lake. The AG Subbasin is composed of two distinct valleys, with the Arroyo Grande
Creek Valley in the north and the Tar Spring Creek Valley in the southeast.
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The County, City and State have land use authority in the AG Subbasin within their respective
jurisdictions. Land use information for the AG Subbasin was based on DWR’s land use
database (DWR, California's Groundwater: Bulletin 118 - Interim Update 2016, Working
Towards Sustainability, 2016). The 2016 land use in the AG Subbasin is shown on Table 3-1
and is summarized by group in Figure 3-2. All land use categories except native vegetation
listed in Table 3-1 are provided by DWR (DWR, California's Groundwater: Bulletin 118 - Interim
Update 2016, Working Towards Sustainability, 2016). The areas of the basin that did not have a
land use designation were assumed to be native vegetation.

Water users in the AG Subbasin utilize two types of water sources to meet the demands:
groundwater and surface water. Lopez Dam impounds 70 square miles of the upper Arroyo
Grande Creek watershed forming Lopez Lake (i.e., Lopez Reservoir). The Lopez Dam was built
to provide an additional water supply to reduce the reliance on groundwater, as well as provide
recreation opportunities, which was a requirement of the State grant. Lopez Reservoir has a
storage capacity of 49,388 acre-feet and an approximate dependable yield of 8,730 acre-feet
that is distributed as municipal diversions (4,530 acre-feet) and downstream releases (4,200
acre-feet).

The municipal diversions are transported from Lopez Reservoir to the Lopez Terminal Reservoir
through a pipeline. Water stored at the Lopez Terminal Reservoir is held for DDW regulation
residence time requirements and subsequently treated onsite at the Lopez Water Treatment
Plant before being delivered to Zone 3 municipal agencies. The Lopez Water Treatment Plant
has the capacity to treat up to 6 MGD. These municipal agencies include the City, City of Grover
Beach, City of Pismo Beach, Ocean Community Services District, and County Service Area 12
(Avila). Table 32 summarizes the contract entitlements for each Zone 3 municipal agency. The
downstream releases are discharged from the base of the dam into Arroyo Grande Creek.
These downstream releases are used to maintain environmental flows within Arroyo Grande
Creek throughout the year to maintain natural seasonal variability in Arroyo Grande Creek for
habitat and wildlife purposes and provide groundwater recharge for irrigated crop production.

The Arroyo Grande Creek Valley includes part of the City of Arroyo Grande jurisdictional
boundaries, while the remainder of the Arroyo Grande Creek Valley is unincorporated land.
Land use in the City boundary is primarily single- and multi-family residential with some
agricultural. The majority of the AG Subbasin along Arroyo Grande Creek has significant areas
of irrigated agriculture, primarily truck, nursery, and berry crops.

The predominant groundwater use in the AG Subbasin is pumping for agricultural supply.
Approximately 50% of land in the Subbasin is used for agriculture. Agricultural pumping
accounts for over 90% of pumping in the subbasin. A variety of crops are grown in the AG
Subbasin. Most agricultural production in the AG Subbasin relies on groundwater for irrigation
supply, although some have riparian water rights along Arroyo Grande Creek. The City of
Arroyo Grande does not have any active supply wells located in the AG Subbasin. Most of the
City’s productive supply wells are located in the NCMA portion of the Santa Maria Subbasin
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(GSI, 2021). Private domestic residential wells in the AG Subbasin are used for local potable
supply. These entities are discussed in more detail in Chapter 3.0 of this report.

Basin Setting

The physical definition of the AG Subbasin boundary is the contact between the unconsolidated
or loosely consolidated sediments of Recent alluvium with the Pismo Formation, Monterey
Formation, and Franciscan Assemblage. The alluvial sediments of the Arroyo Grande Creek
Valley range up to 120-140 feet thick atop bedrock, while along Tar Springs Creek Valley the
alluvial sediments range up to 80-100 feet thick.

For the purpose of this GSP, the geologic units in the AG Subbasin and vicinity may be
considered as two basic groups; the AG Subbasin alluvial sediments and the consolidated
bedrock formations surrounding and underlying the AG Subbasin. The consolidated bedrock
formations range in age and composition from (1) Jurassic-aged serpentine and marine
sediments to (2) Tertiary-aged marine and volcanic depositions. Compared to the saturated
sediments that comprise the AG Subbasin aquifer, the consolidated bedrock formations are not
considered to be significantly water-bearing. Although bedding plane and/or structural fractures
in these rocks may yield economically usable amounts of water to wells, they do not represent a
significant portion of the pumping in the area.

Groundwater levels and quality are currently measured in the AG Subbasin by the SLOFCWCD
and a variety of other agencies as described in the body of this GSP. The Water Resources
Division of the SLO County Public Works maintains eight (8) real-time data monitoring stream
gages within the Arroyo Grande Creek watershed. Three out of the eight stream gages are
located within the Arroyo Grande Subbasin that include Rodriguez, Cecchetti, and Arroyo
Grande Creek.

Cross Sections are presented in Chapter 4 along the Arroyo Grande Creek Valley axis and
along the Tar Spring Creek Valley axis. In the Arroyo Grande Creek Valley, land surface
elevations range from about 350 ft MSL to about 100 ft MSL, and the thickness of alluvium is
relatively constant at about 100 to 150 feet thick. It is observed that a significant contiguous
strata comprised predominantly of clay is present and interpreted to extend from the vicinity of
the Wilmar Avenue Fault to the northwest to about two miles downstream from Lopez Dam,
ranging in thickness from about 10 to 50 feet. The presence of this clay layer may have
implications regarding the understanding of direct percolation of streamflow throughout the AG
Subbasin. The contiguous clay strata that are observed appears to pinch out about two miles
downstream of Lopez Dam. Southwest of the Wilmar Avenue Fault, the alluvial sediments are
directly underlain by the Paso Robles Formation, which overlies Franciscan Assemblage
bedrock. Northeast of the Wilmar Avenue Fault, the Alluvium is underlain by bedrock of the
Obispo Formation, Monterey Formation, and Pismo Formation, successively. The Wilmar
Avenue Fault is not interpreted to displace the Alluvium, nor to create a significant
hydrogeologic barrier to groundwater flow in the Alluvium.
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The cross section along the Tar Spring Creek Valley axis from its confluence with Arroyo
Grande Creek to the upgradient extent of the AG Subbasin indicates land surface elevation
ranging from approximately 150 feet AMSL at Arroyo Grande Creek to about 350 feet AMSL at
the eastern edge of the section. Thickness of the Alluvium ranges from about 50 to 100 feet
along Tar Spring Creek. A 10- to 20-foot-thick layer of alluvial strata comprised primarily of clay
is observed near land surface in the lithologic data used to generate this section and is
interpreted to extend contiguously along the length of Tar Spring Creek. The Edna Fault is
mapped in bedrock beneath the alluvium at the eastern extent of the section, emplacing
Monterey Formation bedrock west of the fault against Franciscan Group bedrock east of the
Fault. These faults displace the bedrock formations but is not interpreted to displace the Recent
Alluvium.

Groundwater Conditions

Data describing transmissivity, specific capacity, and air lift tests from water wells throughout
the AG Subbasin are compiled and presented in Chapter 5 of this GSP. The data was obtained
from previous regional studies or reports, well completion reports, previous pumping tests, and
well service information provided by local stakeholders. All available reports and documents that
were made available through data requests, report reviews, etc., were reviewed for technical
information, and included in this summary if the data were judged to be sufficient.

Well yields reported in the various data sources reviewed for this GSP range from 10 gpm to
500 gpm. In general, well yields in the Subbasin are sufficient to supply domestic and
agricultural requirements in the Subbasin.

Surface water/groundwater interactions represent a significant portion of the water budget of the
AG Subbasin aquifer system. In the AG Subbasin, these interactions occur primarily as a
function of releases from Lopez Dam to Arroyo Grande Creek, and to a lesser degree in the
course of natural flows in Tar Spring Creek. The watersheds support important habitat for
native fish and wildlife, including the federally threatened South-Central California Coast
steelhead (Oncorhynchus myekiss).

Groundwater interaction with streams in the AG Subbasin is not well quantified, but it is
recognized as an important component of aquifer recharge in the water budget. Where the
water table is above the streambed and slopes toward the stream, the stream receives
groundwater flow from the aquifer; this is known as a gaining reach (i.e., the stream gains flow
as it moves through the reach). Because there is always some amount of flow released to
Arroyo Grande Creek to support fish populations in the stream, it is thought that the streamflow
in Arroyo Grande Creek is in hydraulic communication with the groundwater in the surrounding
aquifer, maintaining groundwater levels in the vicinity of the creek at levels approximately
equivalent to the surface water levels in the creek. Some areas may receive inflow from the
aquifer, and some reaches may discharge to the aquifer, but along Arroyo Grande Creek they
are always in communication. Along Tar Spring Creek, by contrast, where the water table is
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beneath the streambed and slopes away from the stream, the stream loses water to the aquifer;
this is known as a losing reach. During seasonal dry flow conditions, groundwater elevations are
deeper than the streambed since no base flow is present in the creek. Therefore, it is generally
understood that the streams in the AG Subbasin discharge to the underlying aquifer, at least in
the first part of the wet-weather flow season. If there is constant seasonal surface water flow, it
is possible that groundwater elevations may rise to the point that they are higher than the
stream elevation, and the creek may become a seasonally gaining stream in some reaches.

In general, the primary direction of groundwater flow in the Subbasin is from the areas of
highest groundwater elevations (Lopez Dam on the northern Subbasin boundary and Tar Spring
Creek at the eastern boundary) to where the flow leaves the Subbasin near Highway

101. Groundwater in the Arroyo Grande Creek Valley flows south-southwest and parallel to the
valley axis, while groundwater in the Tar Spring Creek valley flows west along the tributary
valley and into the Arroyo Grande Creek valley. Groundwater Elevation maps for years 1954,
1975, 1985, 1995, 1996, 2015, and 2020 are presented in Chapter 5. Changes is groundwater
elevation ranging from about 20 feet of decline to 20 feet of rise are observed between periods
of significant drought and periods of greater than average precipitation.

Groundwater elevation hydrographs are presented for 6 wells in the Subbasin, with periods of
record ranging from about 22 years to about 65 years. These hydrographs indicate fluctuating
groundwater elevations that reflect periods of drought and periods of greater rainfall. However,
the hydrographs do not indicate any persistent trends of declining water levels over the periods
of record. The hydrographs illustrate that seasonal water level fluctuations dominate the water
level trends, with seasonal fluctuations up to +/- 20 feet (although some of this fluctuation may
be due to nearby pumping).

Potential Groundwater Dependent Ecosystems (GDEs) are identified by performing a desktop
GIS analysis wherein the Natural Communities Commonly Associated with Groundwater
(NCCAGQG) is overlain with groundwater elevation data from spring 2015. Areas in which the
NCCAG dataset intersect with areas in which depth to groundwater is less than 30 are identified
as potential GDEs, and these results are presented in Chapter 5 of this GSP. No field work was
performed to confirm this desktop analysis.

Water quality of groundwater in the Subbasin was evaluated using existing state and federal
databases. The primary water quality constituents of concern identified in the subbasin are Total
Dissolved Solids (TDS) and nitrates. TDS is a constituent of concern in groundwater because it
has been detected at concentrations greater than its RWQCB Subbasin Objective of 800 mg/l in
the Subbasin, and greater than the published federal Secondary Drinking Water maximum
Contaminant Level (MCL). Secondary MCLs been established for color, odor, and taste, rather
than human health effects. This Secondary MCL includes a recommended standard of 500
mg/L, an upper limit of 1,000 mg/L and a short-term limit of 1,500 mg/l. TDS water quality
results ranged from 170 to 2,360 mg/l with an average of 1,003 mg/l and a median of 810
mg