
“We have to buy bottled water 
because we can’t drink the 

water in our community. We 
only use the tap water to wash 
dishes and shower. Why aren’t 

state officials solving this 
problem?”
-Maria Garcia, 

Resident of Thermal, California

California’s Drinking Water Crisis: 
Flint In Our Backyard

One million Californians are 
exposed to unsafe drinking 
water each year

Approximately 300 
communities have been 
unable to meet safe drinking 
water standards for over a 
year, and in some cases over 
a decade

Some families pay up to 10% 
of their monthly budget for 
clean water

As many as 1 in 4 schools in 
the Central Valley have been 
impacted by unsafe drinking 
water

Latino and low-income 
communities are 
disproportionately impacted 
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“Unsafe and unaffordable 
drinking water is more than a 

rural issue. This is a state crisis.”
-Laurel Firestone, Co-Founder & Co-Executive Director

Community Water Center



With the Proposition 1 Water 
Bond that voters passed in 
2014, California invested in its 
commitment to addressing water 
safety and affordability. But the 
Water Bond only covers capital 
costs. The lack of state funding 
for water system operation and 
maintenance (O&M) expenses has 
left small, low-income communities 
faced with a terrible decision: raise 
rates to unaffordable levels or leave 
the water untreated and unsafe.

Recent polling shows that 
Californians are worried about the 
serious health risks from water 
contamination. 

“Unsafe tap water can be found in almost every county in 
California. Hundreds of communities are facing chronic water 

contamination at the tap. This is a state crisis whose scope we 
have yet to even fully comprehend due to underreporting.”

-Jennifer Clary, Water Programs Manager
Clean Water Action

Private domestic wells and many 
small public water systems (fewer 
than 15 connections) are not required 
to test their water quality and may 
be serving contaminated water. Two 
to four million Californians rely on 
private wells or small water providers 
without centralized water systems, 
neither of which are regulated 
by the state, leaving residents at 
risk of health problems. Further, 
groundwater contamination is getting 
worse. Studies show that up to 80% 
of the population in some regions of 
the state may be impacted by Nitrate 
contamination by 2050. 
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Exposure to contaminated drinking 
water is dangerous and unsafe. 
Arsenic, Nitrates, and disinfectant 
byproducts are key contaminants 
in California’s drinking water. 
Consuming water contaminated with 
these chemicals can cause direct 
and serious harm to human health, 
including rashes, miscarriages and 
cancer.
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THE FACTS

In some California cities, 1 
in 5 households are paying 
almost 5% of their annual 
income on water, with some 
cities even higher.
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California needs a sustainable source of funding to 
address water affordability challenges and meet both 
capital costs and operation and maintenance (O&M) 
needs in low-income communities impacted by Arsenic, 
Nitrate, and other contaminants.

While California has programs to ensure that low-income 
households have access to affordable and dependable 
basic energy and telecommunication services, the state 
has not adopted a similar program for the most basic and 
critical household utility: water.

A safe and affordable drinking water fund would 
prioritize the needs of low-income communities and 
communities currently struggling to provide safe drinking 
water to their residents.

Policymakers should make sure that no Californians slip 
through the cracks, including those on domestic private 
wells who often live in small, low-income communities.

The Solution

“It is unjust and unfair that we have had to 
live with contaminated water coming out 
of our taps for over a decade. The state is 

helping us build a treatment plant, but our 
community needs support to cover O&M 

costs for safe water we can actually afford.”

-Sandra Meraz, resident of Alpaugh
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“For the past ten years we’ve 
been fighting alongside 

community leaders for clean 
and affordable drinking 

water.  A decade is too long to 
wait for safe drinking water. 

And some have been waiting 
for far longer than that.”

-Veronica Garibay, Co-Director 
Leadership Counsel for 

Justice & Accountability


