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2016 Engineer’s Assessment Report 

1. Purpose of the Report 

1.1 General 
The Buena Vista Water Storage District (Buena Vista, the District) levies an annual assessment on the lands 
within the District boundary to cover the cost of operating and maintaining the District’s Project1. This is 
an acreage-based assessment.  
  
The previous Assessment Report predates the passage of Proposition 218, was written soon after the last 
of the bonds for the District’s September 1928 Project had been retired and was prepared “to reassess 
the original District Project costs upon the benefited land”2. The result of this assessment procedure was 
the development of “factors” (Assessment No. 1R-4 M&O and Assessment No. 3 SWP factor, hereinafter 
“+/- factor”) used to weight assessments levied on individual parcels, a weighting based on the premise 
that benefits received by parcels vary and that assessments should vary correspondingly.    
 
The District believes that the benefits of the District’s Project now apply equally to all landowners within 
the District Service Area and that the methodology currently used to compute assessments is obsolete 
when viewed in the context of current District operations. Therefore, the District proposes to change the 
allocation of assessments in two regards: 

1) Establish a uniform approach to identifying lands eligible for assessment. This would result in the 
elimination of the +/- factor and assessments being applied to all lands within the boundaries of 
the District except for lands falling into one of the following categories: 

a) District-owned lands; 
b) Lands owned by Semitropic Water Storage District (SWSD) which underlie a canal or ditch; 
c) Lands which underlie a District canal or ditch and for which a separate parcel has been 

created, i.e, the separate parcel was specifically created to delineate the land under the 
canal or ditch;  

d) Lands within Henry Miller Water District (HMWD);  
e) Lands owned by the Federal Government or the State of California (Interstate 5);  
f) Lands within the service area of the Buttonwillow County Water District (BCWD); and 
g) Lands within the District boundaries that do not, and cannot, receive a water supply from 

the District and receive no special benefit therefrom.  

Of these exceptions, item d) represents a unique condition in that Buena Vista does receive 
revenue from HMWD, however the revenue is a fee paid annually to Buena Vista and is not an 
assessment levied on individual parcels.  While such land is within the boundaries of the District, 
said lands cannot receive water from the District and groundwater for this area is managed by the 

                                                           
1  Report of Engineer of District on Reassessment of Nature and Quantum of Benefits of Buena Vista Water Storage 

District under its September 28 Project, October 1969. 
2 Ibid 
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HMWD.  Furthermore, per stipulated agreement HMWD contracted directly with Kern County 
Water Agency for a state water supply and accordingly meets the obligations of the lands within 
both the District and HMWD boundaries.  As such, said land lying within both the District and 
HMWD are not assessed by the District as they do not receive a special benefit from the District.  
HMWD meets the obligations of those lands and pays costs associated with obtaining water 
directly from the Kern County Water Agency. Similarly, lands in the Buttonwillow Townsite 
(exemption (f) above) that do not receive water service from the District are not assessed as they 
receive no benefit from District operations.   Lands in the categories listed above as exempt are 
not impacted by the proposed increase or changes.    

All lands within the District boundaries, excluding those mentioned above, are referred to herein 
as the District Service Area. 

2) Increase the District’s annual assessment ceiling to ensure that efficient and effective operation of 
the District continues.  The proposed increase will take into consideration the expense of the 
District which have been broken down into three distinct expense categories, namely:  

 
1) Administrative/Kern River;  
2) State Water Project (SWP), and 
3) Capital Improvement.  
 

Each of these expense categories represents a distinct and separable element of the district’s overall cost 
of operation, and each generates benefits that apply uniformly to lands throughout the District’s service 
area.  The objectives of the modifications introduced above are 1) to develop assessments for a given year 
for all parcels that receive “special benefits” due to the existence and operation of the District, and 2) to 
establish a procedure for setting annual assessment rates that represents the costs and proportionate 
benefits of District operation. 
  
Buena Vista staff has requested that an Engineer’s Assessment Report be prepared to comply with 
Proposition 218 requirements and to describe how the District could modify its procedures for 
determining assessments to accomplish the objectives stated above. The modifications described in this 
document are intended to standardize district operations, improve the equity of the assessment structure 
and enable landowners to engage in transactions more easily.  
 

1.2 Proposition 218 Requirements 

In November 1996, California voters approved Proposition 218, the “Right to Vote on Taxes Act”, which 
added Article XIII D to the California Constitution. Proposition 218 introduces specific requirements 
relative to the imposition of certain assessments, fees and charges by local agencies. In developing this 
Engineer’s Assessment Report, the District has determined to follow the provisions of Proposition 218 
because its procedures serve to fully inform the District’s landowners of changes in the structuring of 
assessments. 
 
One of the requirements for compliance with Proposition 218 standards is that the District identify all 
parcels within the District that will have a “special benefit” conferred upon them where, under Proposition 
218, a “special benefit” is defined as “a particular and distinct benefit over and above general benefits 
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conferred on real property located in the district or to the public at large”.  In the case of Buena Vista, the 
primary benefits include, but are not limited to, protecting and maintaining rights to water from the Kern 
River, the ability to receive SWP water when available, the conveyance and delivery of water supplies, the 
management of groundwater resources, and the benefit of reduced pumping costs associated with stable 
groundwater elevations. Attainment of these benefits requires operation of existing facilities, but also 
necessitates implementation of a program of capital improvements that will improve facilities in ways 
that will increase the benefits of district operation. 
 
This report discusses benefits of the District organization and its water entitlements and contracts, as well 
as services provided by Buena Vista, all of which result in special benefits that apply to lands located within 
the District’s service area.  
 
Following the finalizing of this Engineer’s Assessment Report, a public hearing will be held to consider and 
address comments and questions from District landowners, and a 218 election will be held enabling 
affected landowners to vote on whether they approve the recommended changes.     
 

1.3 Need for Increase in District Charges 

The District develops a budget annually for the purpose of aligning projected costs of district operation 
with revenues that can be generated through levy of assessments and occasional water sales, a source of 
revenue dependent on hydrology and other conditions outside the District’s control. Given the rising costs 
due to factors ranging from inflation to the costs of repairs to Isabella Dam, the District will need to 
increase assessments to maintain the existing level of service. In addition, the District is in the midst of a 
capital development program that will significantly upgrade facilities to the benefit of water users 
throughout the District. 
      

1.4 Revenue Objectives 

The modifications proposed herein will result in increased assessments above their existing levels with 
the objective of having district revenues correspond with the costs of current operation, as well as to 
adjust the revenue generated by assessments so that it aligns with the special benefits that accrue to 
participation in the District.  

2. District Background 

2.1 General 

Land use within Buena Vista is primarily agricultural. At the time of the District’s formation, the service 
area was devoted almost exclusively to irrigated grains and other annual crops. Of the total area of 50,560 
acres now lying within the district boundaries (exclusive of the 25,230 acres within HMWD), 
approximately 35,000 acres are farmed each year, primarily in tree and row crops, with this number 
fluctuating based on water supply, market conditions and other factors. Pistachios are the predominant 
crop with other major crops including cotton, alfalfa, table grapes, grain, vegetables and pomegranates. 
With pistachios, cotton and alfalfa now the primary crops, typical irrigation cycles occur during the winter 
months of January and February (pre-irrigation season) and the summer period of late May through 
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August (irrigation season).  As with neighboring districts, there has been a shift in recent years from row 
crops to permanent crops. For example, between 2008 and 2016 the percentage of land planted in 
permanent crops has grown from 9 percent to 42 percent, a conversion which increases winter water 
demands and reduces the ability of growers to curtail demand during droughts.   
 
Buena Vista operates a conjunctive use program in which surface water is recharged to and stored in the 
aquifer in years of excess for recovery by pumping in years when the surface water supply is insufficient 
to meet the full crop demand. Over the last thirty years, the District has created a net positive water 
balance relative to the aquifer by recharging an annual average of approximately 46,000 AF/yr of surface 
water into the underlying aquifers (Buena Vista WSD Water Balance – 1970-2011). A significant volume 
of that recharged water reaches the aquifer through seepage from canals and laterals. Although most of 
the stored water resides in aquifers underlying the District, some resides in nearby groundwater banking 
projects.  These activities constitute important special benefits to landowners.  
 
The District’s ability to maintain a positive long-term water balance is primarily due to delivery of surface 
water from seasonally regulated flows in the Kern River and schedulable deliveries from the State Water 
Project (SWP) through the California Aqueduct. These surface water sources generate an average annual 
supply sufficient to meet District-wide demands. However, due to operational limitations, surface water 
is not always available when needed. Therefore, the remaining demands are filled using groundwater 
pumped from District- and privately-owned wells. 

2.2 Location 

Buena Vista is located in Kern County, approximately sixteen miles west of the City of Bakersfield in the 
trough of California’s southern San Joaquin Valley. The District is bordered by several water agencies 
including Belridge Water Storage District (BWSD), Semitropic Water Storage District (SWSD), Rosedale-Rio 
Bravo Water Storage District (RRBWSD), Kern Delta Water District (KDWD), West Kern Water District 
(WKWD) and the Kern Water Bank Authority (KWBA). In some areas the District borders lands that have 
not been organized into a district but, like districted lands in the valley floor, fall within the jurisdiction of 
the County of Kern and the Kern County Water Agency (KCWA).  
 
Buena Vista is made up largely of reclaimed swamp lands located in and along the pre-development 
course of the lower Kern River which, after exiting the Southern Sierra Nevada mountains near Bakersfield 
and flowing south and then southwest across the southern San Joaquin Valley, runs through the 
topographic axis of the valley toward its ultimate terminus at a drainage basin which was once Tulare 
Lake. The water conveyance systems in and around the District consist of a network of levees and 
diversions to control the high flows of the Kern River, as well as a system of canals that delivers surface 
water to the lands within the District. 
 
The District is divided into two distinct areas, as shown in Figure 1: the Buttonwillow Service Area (BSA) 
comprising 46,200 acres and the Maples Service Area (MSA) comprising 4,360 acres. These two areas are 
separated by about 15 miles. The BSA and the MSA both lie within the lower Kern River watershed, where 
historic runoff created heavy clay soils from former swamp and overflow lands along the northern fringe 
of Buena Vista Lake. 
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Buttonwillow Service Area (BSA) 
The BSA is a 26-mile long, ½ - to 3-mile wide strip of land that occupies the overflow lands within the 
Buttonwillow Syncline. As shown in Figure 1, the service area lies west of the Kern River alluvial fan 
between the Elk Hills and Buttonwillow Ridge, where the pre-development course of the lower Kern River 
followed the valley’s topographic axis from the Buena Vista Lake Bed northward toward the Tulare Lake 
Bed. Because of the asymmetry of the San Joaquin Valley’s topography, the axial trough where the BSA 
lies borders the western edge of the valley.  The land surface elevations in the BSA range from 290 feet 
above sea level in the southern part of the service area to 235 feet above sea level in the north. 
 
The BSA shares parts of its northern, eastern, and southern boundaries with WKWD, SWSD, RRBWSD and 
the KWBA and shares its western boundary with lands not organized into districts which separate the 
service area from BWSD and oilfield properties farther to the west. The service area is situated northwest 
of the Buena Vista Lake Bed which consists of agricultural land that receives water from HMWD which is 
part of Buena Vista but is not served District water. 
   
Maples Service Area (MSA) 
The (MSA) is about seven miles long and varies in width.  It occupies the overflow lands between the Kern 
Lake Bed to the east and the Buena Vista Lake Bed to its west along the southern toe of the Kern River 
alluvial fan. The MSA is entirely surrounded by the KDWD which overlies the groundwater basin south of 
the river.  

2.3 History 

Kern River water began being used for irrigation in the late 1850’s when small private ditches diverted 
water for the irrigation of grains. Development of land within the District’s boundaries began with the 
formation of Swamp Land District No. 121 under the Swamp and Overflow Act of 1850.  Created on 
December 22, 1870, the district hired engineers to survey, plan, design and construct drains, canals and 
other features necessary for land reclamation with the intent of diverting surface water from the Kern 
River and from surface storage within Buena Vista Lake to develop lands north of and surrounding the 
lake. Although much of the district land could claim riparian water rights due to proximity to Buena Vista 
Slough, Kern Lake and Buena Vista Lake, the district also filed notices of appropriation for water rights for 
diversion of Kern River water for the purpose of irrigation. On July 2, 1877, the district executed an 
agreement with the Kern Valley Water Company, which effectively transferred the appropriative water 
rights, canals, other assets and reclamation responsibilities from the district, a public agency, to the 
company, a private firm.  Among the partners in the Kern Valley Water Company were two former meat 
supply merchants from San Francisco, Henry Miller and Charles Lux who had set out to build a cattle and 
sheep empire in the Southern San Joaquin Valley. 
 
As the upstream diversions increased, controversies arose resulting in lengthy litigation between upper 
and lower river users. Much of today's California water law resulted from the California Supreme Court's 
decision in the historic case of Lux v. Haggin (69 Cal. 255; 10 P. 674; 1886). The ruling created what is now 
known as the "California Doctrine" which recognizes both riparian and appropriative water rights. Despite 
the court's decision, the dispute continued and was finally settled in the historic Miller-Haggin Agreement 
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of July 1888. This agreement, as amended, continues to serve as the basis by which the flow of the Kern 
River is allocated among "First and Second Point" interests. 
 
Under the Miller-Haggin Agreement, the Second Point interests, namely Miller and Lux, were granted an 
apportionment of approximately one-third of the Kern River flows from March through August. A 
subsequent amendment also granted Second Point interests some of the Kern River flows resulting from 
winter runoff. The Second Point water right amounted to an average entitlement of about 158,000 AF/yr, 
delivered by First Point interests to the Second Point of measurement, undiminished by delivery losses 
(Krieger & Stewart, 2009).  
 
After the death of Henry Miller in 1916, the Miller and Lux Land Company began selling much of its land 
to its tenant farmers who were largely emigrants from Italy. The new landowners soon realized that an 
entity would be needed to succeed the company in representing the many interests vested in the water 
right and to provide irrigation service. The District was organized in 1924 to fulfill this need and began 
operations following issuance of its 1927 Project Report. Upon its formation, the District became the 
owner and operator of the irrigation and drainage facilities developed by the Miller and Lux Land Company 
and, as the successor to the Second Point interests under the Miller-Haggin Agreement, became entitled 
to provide for the distribution of the Second Point water rights that were tied to the Company’s lands. 
The Project Report also provided for construction of new facilities to enable further development of 
district lands for agriculture. 
 

2.4 Environmental Setting 

2.4.1 Climate 
Buena Vista lies at the southern end of the San Joaquin Valley, a portion of the valley that is partially 
surrounded by a horseshoe-shaped ring of mountains. The Sierra Nevada Mountains to the east shut out 
most of the cold air that flows southward over the continent in winter and catch snow, which provides 
irrigation water for use during the dry summer months. 
 
Summers are hot and dry. The average length of the growing season is 265 days, typically lasting from 
March to November. December and January are characterized by frequent fog or low clouds which occur 
mostly at night and are caused by an inversion layer, which prevails when cold, moist air is trapped in the 
valley by high pressure systems.  In extreme cases, fogginess or cloudiness may occur continuously for 
two to three weeks. The depth of the fog or clouds is usually less than 3,000 feet. Under these conditions, 
there usually are clear skies and mild temperatures in the surrounding foothills and mountains. Most 
precipitation falls in the winter with little occurring during the summer months of June through August. 
By contrast, rates of evaporation and transpiration are low in the cooler, wetter months and peak during 
the hot, dry summer growing season. 
 
Table 1 summarizes climate conditions for the community of Buttonwillow, recorded at Western Regional 
Climate Center NOAA Cooperative Station 041244. Temperatures in the summer typically range in the 
upper 90s and nights are warm. Throughout the year, the mean temperatures vary from 35oF in December 
to 98oF in July.  Annual precipitation typically ranges from five to seven inches.  
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Table 1 - Summary Climate Characteristics 

Climate Characteristic Value 
Average Annual Precipitation  5.64 inches 
Minimum Monthly Precipitation (Avg. July 
Minimum  

0.02 inches 

Maximum Monthly Precipitation (Avg. 
February Maximum) 

1.07 inches 

Minimum Temperature  (Avg. 
December Minimum) 

34.5o F 

Maximum Temperature (Avg. July Maximum) 98.4o F 

Source: Western Regional Climate Center Station 041244 (Buttonwillow) over the 
period from January 1, 1940 through January 15, 2015.  

2.4.2 Terrain and Soils 
Buena Vista is located on the floor of the southern portion of the San Joaquin Valley, a physiographic 
trough characterized by low alluvial plains and fans and by overflow lands and old lakebeds. The valley is 
closely bounded by the Temblor Range and Coast Range to the west, the Tehachapi Mountains to the 
south, and the Sierra Nevada Range to the east.  
 
Alluvial deposits in Kern County generally consist of sand, silt, and clay laid down in a complex sequence 
principally by the Kern River, Poso Creek, Deer Creek, the White River, small drainages along the Sierra 
Nevada Mountains, and streams along the Coast Range. The terminus for these flows in the geologic past 
was Tulare Lake, located to the north of Kern County on the west side of the San Joaquin Valley near 
where the District lies.   
 
Soils within Buena Vista are derived mostly from mixed granitic and sedimentary rocks and are 
characterized as saline-alkaline. Soils conditions do not have any identifiable impacts upon water 
operations and management. 
 

2.4.3 Cropping Patterns 
The area within the District’s boundaries served by the District, lands exclusive of HMWD, BCWD and the 
exempt portion of the Maples Service Area, is approximately 48,930 acres of which approximately 35,000 
acres receive irrigation water during a given year. Although an increasing proportion of the irrigated 
acreage is being planted in permanent crops, the total irrigated acreage has remained relatively stable. 
Currently (2016), the major crops grown within the District are: 

• Pistachios (28%); 
• Cotton (26%);       
• Alfalfa (17%); 
• Grapes (9%);  
• Tomatoes and onions (8%), and  
• Pomegranates (5%). 
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2.5 Water Supply 

2.5.1 Surface Water 
Buena Vista controls an average surface water entitlement of approximately 158,000 AF/yr from the Kern 
River. In 1973, the District supplemented its access to Kern River water by contracting with the KCWA for 
SWP water delivered via the California Aqueduct. This contract provided for an annual firm supply of 
21,300 AF and a surplus supply of 3,750 AF. The District's geographic location with respect to the California 
Aqueduct and other KCWA member units provides the opportunity for exchanges of the District's Kern 
River water for east side member units’ SWP water. The District has also been a historic user of surplus 
Friant-Kern Canal flows to serve irrigation demands and for groundwater recharge programs. When 
available, Buena Vista diverts storm water from the Kern River into district facilities for groundwater 
recharge. This water may originate from the Kern River watershed or may be storm water released from 
the Friant-Kern Canal into the Kern River channel.  
  
In some years, scheduling conflicts have prevented the District from meeting its entire water demand with 
surface water, even when the total supply of surface water has been adequate. In these years, 
groundwater has been pumped during the growing season and surface water recharged to the subbasin 
at times and locations when surplus surface water was available. In drought years, when the surface water 
supply must be augmented to meet demand, groundwater is pumped from the subbasin, and this pumped 
water is debited from the District’s account of water which has previously been stored. So long as the 
long-term district water balance remains positive, then the water levels beneath the District will not 
experience a prolonged decline unless water is lost from the subbasin due to other causes. Table 2 shows 
surface water diversions by the District from the Kern River, SWP allocations and exchanges over the 
period beginning in 2009 and extending through 2015. 
 

Table 2 – District Surface Water Supplies (AF) 
Source 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

Kern River and exchanges 58,358 122,573 160,593 89,450 42,557 0 0 
 Source: BVWSD Agricultural Water Management Plan  

2.5.2 Groundwater 
BVWSD overlies the Kern County Subbasin (DWR Basin No. 5-22.14) which comprises the entire southern 
end of the San Joaquin Valley Groundwater Basin. The Subbasin covers about 1,500 square miles and is 
bounded on the east, south and west by the topographic slope break between the valley fill and the 
surrounding dissected foothills. To the north, the basin is delineated by the boundary between Kern, 
Kings, and Tulare counties, a political boundary which does not define a change in geological or flow 
conditions.  
 
The Subbasin has been divided into additional hydrological subbasins based on geophysical analysis and 
seismic mapping of undulating bedrock structures formed due to folding or faulting (KCWA, unpublished 
draft report, 1991).  One such subbasin is a structural entity named the Buttonwillow Subbasin which 
underlies the entire Buttonwillow Service Area.  This subbasin exhibits some isolation from the larger main 
subbasin to the east and exhibits groundwater behavior which is consistent with the interpreted shape 
and structural controls of the Buttonwillow Subbasin (Sierra Scientific, 2013). 
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The depth to groundwater below ground surface in the main aquifer varies from about 30 feet to depths 
greater than 300 feet, generally increasing in a southerly direction. Groundwater elevations generally 
decrease in a southerly direction and vary from 10 feet below MSL in the south to 230 feet above MSL to 
the north. The gradient evidenced by the groundwater elevations indicates that groundwater may flow 
from north to south within the District (Buena Vista Water Storage District, 2014). Generally groundwater 
levels observed over the past 20 years appear to be stable in the north while declining in the south which 
suggests that the north-to-south gradient has been increasing. This gradient is known to change directions 
based on the hydrologic condition of the Kern River and other sources of surface water available to Kern 
County.  
 
The Kern County Subbasin has been classified by DWR as a critically overdrafted groundwater basin 
(Bulletin 118). However, as described above, data on local geology and groundwater conditions suggest 
that the District is substantially isolated from much of the Kern County Subbasin and that this isolation, 
coupled with the District’s access to surface water, leads to groundwater conditions within the District’s 
boundaries that differ from those characteristic of many other locations within Kern County.  
 

2.5.3 Groundwater Recharge Activities 
Buena Vista recharges groundwater through seepage from its unlined canals. The District estimates that 
recharge from canal seepage in the Buttonwillow and Maples service areas accounts for an average of 
0.64 AF/yr for every acre within the boundaries of the Buttonwillow and Maples service areas with this 
recharge ranging between 0.4 and 1.5 feet/yr depending on the location within the District. This widely 
distributed seepage spreads the recharge over a large area and creates only small, localized impacts.  
Some seepage flows to shallow saline groundwater and is not suitable for reuse without treatment or 
blending with higher quality water.  
 
While most of the groundwater pumping within the District is attributable to on-farm pumping from  
approximately 210 privately-owned wells, the District maintains and operates 7 production wells within 
the District with an eighth well lying outside the District’s boundaries along the Alejandro Canal near the 
Kern River Channel (reference Figure 2 for the locations of these wells). The majority of irrigation wells in 
the District are completed to depths between 200 and 600 feet with perforated intervals from around 150 
feet to the bottom, in a 21-inch (minimum) diameter bore hole.  Pumping lifts vary with hydrology and 
location; however, the average lift had been approximately 100 feet. Because Buena Vista did not deliver 
surface water in 2014 and 2015, during these years the District relied entirely on groundwater.    
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The quantities of groundwater pumped within the boundaries of Buena Vista for discharge into the 
District’s distribution system are shown in Table 3 for three representative years: 2008 (normal year), 
2011 (wet year) and 1990 (dry year).  Although additional water is pumped from privately-owned wells 
within the District for direct application onto farmland, the volume of this pumping is not reported.  

  
Table 3 - Groundwater Supplies for Representative Years (AF) 

Groundwater Basin 2008 – Normal 2011 – Wet 1990 – Dry 
District Deep Wells 6,100 219 2,563 

Non-District Deep Wells 25,837 17,985 41,573 
2800 Olcese Wells* 10,000 0 5,109 

Total 41,937 18,204 49,245 
Source: BVWSD     
* Withdrawal from banking project 

2.6 Water Use 

2.6.1 Agricultural Water Use 
Until recently BVWSD’s operations have emphasized maintaining and gradually improving the District’s 
original infrastructure as these facilities distributed water in a way that satisfied the requirements of the 
District’s historical, cotton-based, cropping pattern. The District’s configuration has the fundamental 
attributes of allowing water from the California Aqueduct and the Kern River to flow into the service area 
by gravity and of generating a volume of canal seepage adequate to provide a robust foundation for 
conjunctive management that has enabled Buena Vista to weather California’s ongoing drought more 
successfully than many districts with newer facilities.  
 
To better serve its growers, the District is implementing a capital improvement program to upgrade 
infrastructure to reduce seepage; provide accurate water measurement; and facilitate flexible, responsive 
irrigation service with the overall goal of year-round service. The result is an evolving District that retains 
some original facilities while improving or replacing conveyance and delivery infrastructure to improve 
service to customers throughout the District.   
 

2.6.2 Municipal Water Use 
In addition to groundwater used for agriculture, the community of Buttonwillow, which lies within the 
District’s boundaries, relies on groundwater recharged by the District. Groundwater conditions have 
improved and stabilized as a result of the District’s conjunctive management program, making 
groundwater available to local municipal and domestic users and conserving groundwater for times of 
drought.   

3. Current Procedure for Setting Rates and Levying Assessments 

3.1 Procedure for Setting Rates 

Each year the District’s Board of Directors meets as the District’s Board of Equalization as per the state 
water code. At this meeting the Board adopts a resolution that modifies or perpetuates the assessments 
levied within the District. The District’s current assessments generate revenue used to fund the District’s 
water distribution facilities, to partially fund the operations and maintenance of the District and as a 
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standby charge for water service from the District. The District first began charging landowners 
assessments in 1929, and beginning in 2013, introduced volumetric billing for irrigation water deliveries 
with monthly billing for water use being introduced in 2014.  The general assessment is now set at $38 
per assessed acre as detailed in Table 4 and is assessed on approximately 46,643 acres.  
 

Table 4 – 2015 Rate Classification and Value of Service 

Rate Classification Relative Value of Service 
Surface Water Supply  

District Water Rates – (toll charges) Variable water toll charge,2015: $22.50/AF 
Assessment  

Land  Assessment $38 per assessed acre  

Note: the water rates are per acre-foot and the assessment rates are per acre 

 

3.2 Procedure for Levying Assessments 

The District levies an annual acreage-based assessment on the lands within its boundary to cover the cost 
of operating and maintaining the District’s Project. Moreover, since adoption of the previous assessment 
report in 1969, assessments have been based on a determination of the “exact nature and quantum of 
the benefits assessed, apportioned, and allocated to each tract of land in the District”.  The previous 
Assessment Report predates the passage of Proposition 218, was written soon after the last of the bonds 
for the District’s September 1928 Project had been retired and was prepared “to reassess the original 
District Project costs upon the benefited land”. The result of this assessment procedure was the 
development of “factors” used to weight assessments levied on individual parcels, a weighting based on 
the premise that benefits received by parcels vary and that assessments should vary correspondingly.   
 

3.3 Deficiencies in Rate Setting and Assessment Levying Procedures 

The District currently operates on a budget of approximately $8.2 million per year. This total is based on 
the average of the operating expenses from 2011 to 2015 and includes water supply costs, transmission 
and distribution, and administrative and general district functions. Revenue sources include water sales, 
assessments, sale of assets, and investment income. Grant funding received for implementation of specific 
capital improvement projects has been used to supplement revenues from the District’s standard sources 
for capital expenditures in 2012 through 2015. An increase in the overall assessment is made necessary 
by increases in the cost of district administration of Kern River water, increases in the cost and declines in 
the reliability of SWP water and the need to generate revenue to fund capital improvement projects.  
 
Additionally, this proposal also recommends that the annual assessment be levied as a uniform rate across 
all eligible parcels and that the use of factors be discontinued. This recommendation is made on the basis 
that the special benefits received as a result of the District’s annual assessment are uniform and equal to 
lands within the District Service Area.     
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4. Proposal to Modify Procedure for Levying Assessments 

4.1 General 

This section lays out the District’s proposed plans for addressing the necessary changes in procedures to 
arrive at a uniform definition of lands eligible for assessment and to assure proportionality to the special 
benefit provided.  
 

4.2 Change in Assessment Procedure 

4.2.1 Special Benefit Assessment for Assessed Parcels 
The existing property assessment for parcels is $38 per acre for lands eligible for assessment. It is 
proposed that this rate be modified according to the provisions recommended below in Article 5 – 
Proposal to Modify Rate Structure and Procedure for Setting Rates.  Additionally, the benefits of the 
District’s Project now apply equally to all landowners within the District Service Area and the methodology 
utilizing the +/- factor currently used to compute assessments is obsolete when viewed in the context of 
current District operations. Therefore, the District proposes to eliminate the +/- factor and assess lands 
within the District Service Area on a per acre basis.  
 

4.2.2 Assessed Parcels 
There are approximately 75,790 acres within the boundaries of the District. However, as noted by the 
exemptions listed in Section 1.1, within these boundaries, there are some parcels that have been 
identified as having no potential to receive “special benefits” from the District and others that are exempt 
from assessments because they are property owned by the Buena Vista, SWSD, or the Federal 
Government/State of California.  As a result, the District’s Service Area, upon which the subject 
assessments are levied, is only 46,643 acres.  

5. Procedure for Setting Rates 

5.1 General 

As described above, each year the District’s Board of Directors meets as the District’s Board of Equalization 
to adopt a resolution that modifies or perpetuates the assessments levied within the District for that 
particular year.  Depending on the needs of the District, the amount of the District annual assessment for 
any particular year can decrease or increase, up to the maximum limit.  To determine the amount the 
District needs to collect annually, it is necessary to look at the expenses of the District which can be broken 
down into three distinct expense categories.  These three categories represent the costs required to 
operate the District. 
  

5.1.1 Purpose of three expense categories 
The purpose of the three expense categories funded by the District’s annual assessment is to support a 
zero-based budgeting system that will enable the District’s Board to more clearly correlate assessments 
to District operation and financial status.  The three categories improve the transparency of the District’s 
assessments to ratepayers and facilitate the Board’s review and adjustment during the annual 
assessment rate setting process. 
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District expenses have been categorized into the following three categories: 

• Administrative (Kern River):  This category includes all costs associated with operation of the 
District using only Kern River water.  Revenues from transfers and exchanges are accounted for in 
the budget considered for setting of this expense category which was calculated based on a five-
year moving average. 

• State Water Project (SWP): This category includes costs associated with purchase and delivery of 
SWP water and is also calculated on a five-year moving average.  

• Capital Improvement: This category includes costs to cover routine capital outlays such as 
replacement of rolling stock and also to fund major system improvement projects.  The Board of 
Directors would have the discretion to fund specified capital improvements through cash flow or 
to apply assessment revenue to service debt incurred through issuance of bonds.    
   
5.1.2 Determination of total annual assessment 

The suggested maximum/ceiling amount of the annual assessment is calculated based on five-year moving 
averages of costs within the first two (i.e. Administrative and SWP) expense categories and the projected 
capital improvement costs.  A five-year moving average was used to buffer fluctuations in Administrative 
and SWP costs caused by factors including variations in the water supplies from the Kern River and the 
SWP.  Positive and negative variances from the budget would either build or draw upon restricted reserves 
set by the Board of Directors.  As discussed further below, the portion of the District’s annual assessment 
needed to fund Capital Improvement expenses was based on current debt service and anticipated capital 
projects.  Based on the preceding five-year cost average for the Kern River and SWP administration and 
operation of the District and the cost to fund necessary capital improvement projects, it is recommended 
that the total assessment determined on an annual basis be capped at an amount of at least $75 per acre.   
 

5.1.3 Determination of benefits 

5.1.3.1 General 
Proposition 218 makes a distinction between general and special benefits provided by a project or service. 
A “general benefit” is defined as something that benefits the general public, such as libraries or ambulance 
service. A “special benefit” is defined as a particular benefit to land and buildings. BVWSD provides special 
benefits to the parcels within the District’s Service Area by delivering surface water supplies and 
recharging the groundwater underlying the District’s lands. The groundwater is recharged directly by 
seepage through conveyance facilities and indirectly through on-farm deliveries. The services do not 
accrue to the public at large and are not considered general benefits.  Therefore, the modifications of 
assessments proposed in this report pertain to assessment of special benefits now provided by the District 
and adjustments to the procedure used to identify parcels which have a special benefit conferred upon 
them. The District’s objective is to provide the necessary services to maintain and operate the water 
conveyance systems and entitlements in an equitable manner and at a reasonable cost to its landowners. 
 

5.1.3.2 Benefit Determination 
There are multiple benefits provided by the District to the lands located within the District’s Service Area. 
These benefits include preservation and protection of entitlement to water from the Kern River and the 
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State Water Project, the benefits from the District’s operation and maintenance activities facilitating 
delivery of surface water, the benefits of recharge and storage of groundwater within the District’s service 
area and its accessibility at relatively shallow depths and the benefits of participation in water banking and 
storage agreements.  Lands outside the District Service Area (identified in section 1.1) do not receive the 
same special benefit from District operations and thus are not subject to the proposed assessment.  
 

5.2 Description of Expense Categories 

5.2.1 Administrative (Kern River)  
5.2.1.1 Basis for proposed rate  

Costs associated with the exercise of the District’s rights to the use of Kern River water are categorized as 
Administrative costs.  These costs include salaries, services, supplies and other expenses associated with 
storage of Kern River water in Lake Isabella, conveyance of this water to the District and distribution of 
Kern River water to landowners.   
 

5.2.1.1.1 Cost of operation using Kern River water 
Table 5 presents the costs and revenues associated with the Administrative Budget over a five-year period. 
This period includes a high water supply year, 2011 and a low water supply year, 2015.  The costs and 
revenues associated with these years illustrate how the Administrative Budget fluctuates in response to 
water supply conditions on the Kern River.   

  Table 5 – Administrative (Kern River) Budget from 2011 through 2015 

 2015 2014 2013 2012 2011 Average 
Total Operation 
Expenses $4,410,921 $5,444,719 $5,711,641 $5,719,237 $5,682,373 $5,393,778 

Total Revenue $4,738,195 $4,479,479 $5,182,235 $4,212,945 $5,179,744 $4,758,520 
Net Revenue 
Shortage ($327,274) $965,240 $529,406 $1,506,292 $502,629 $635,259 

 
The average budget shortfall for this period is $635,259 which is equivalent to $13.62 per acre.   
 

5.2.1.1.2 Revenue from water sales 
Revenue from water sales will be allocated in two ways. Revenue realized from the sale of a portion of 
Buena Vista’s annual allocation of SWP water to Castaic Lake Water District (CLWD) will be credited to the 
Administrative category, and this source of revenue will be applied when determining the annual 
Administrative costs.  This credit is included in the Total Revenue line of Table 5. 

Revenue received from one-time water sales will be assigned at the discretion of the Buena Vista Board 
to one of two purposes: 

• Maintenance of the Administrative Restricted Reserve described below; 
• Funding of capital improvement projects either by supplementing cash flow or by accelerating 

retirement of debt the Board of Directors may have elected to incur. 
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5.2.1.1.3 Restricted reserve 
A restricted reserved will be maintained in the Administrative Budget equal to a maximum of two years 
of the Administrative Budget.  The reserve will be calculated using a moving average of the past five year’s 
Administrative costs for the first four years of the period indexed to the period’s final year using the U.S. 
Bureau of Labor Statistics CPI calculator.  
  

5.2.1.2 What Are the Benefits? 
There are multiple benefits provided by the District to the lands located within the District’s Service Area. 
These benefits include preservation and protection of entitlement to water from the Kern River, the 
benefits from the District’s operation and maintenance activities ensuring access to water service, delivery 
of Kern River surface water supply, the benefits of recharge and storage of groundwater within the 
District’s service area and its accessibility at relatively shallow depths and the benefits of participation in 
water banking and storage agreements. 
 
Expenses categorized as Administrative enable the District to perform the minimum responsibilities 
necessary to maintain a functioning district.  Basic functions include conducting a limited number of board 
meetings each year, preparing the annual audit and financial statements, and performing a minimal level 
of accounting, management, legal services, operation of the District, delivering water, maintaining canals 
and District facilities, and field work to maintain a functioning district. 
 
There is a special benefit that is conferred upon those parcels in the District that use Kern River water, 
have the potential to use water from this source, or use water from other sources in lieu of water from 
the Kern River. This benefit includes the value of the District’s Kern River water supply, distribution system 
and infrastructure, the benefit derived from the annual operation of the District, the ability to acquire 
grants, and the benefit of on-going maintenance of the delivery system. The benefit is determined by 
comparing the difference in benefits to landowners if the District were not operated at all to current levels 
of benefit. 
 

5.2.1.3 Who Benefits? 
Benefits accrue to all persons who own land within the District which has been developed in reliance in 
whole or in part on the existence and operation of the District and on access to delivery of water from the 
Kern River or to delivery of Kern River water to other lands as these deliveries have enabled water from 
other sources to be available to lands not served by Kern River water.  All lands within the District Service 
Area have been identified as lands falling within this category and receiving the aforementioned benefits. 
 

5.2.2 State Water Project (SWP) 
The SWP expense category covers costs associated with the exercise of the District’s agreement with the 
Kern County Water Authority (KCWA) for delivery of SWP water.  Costs associated with the SWP include 
payments to the KCWA for water delivered via the California Aqueduct and other ancillary costs related 
to use of SWP water.   
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5.2.2.1 Basis for proposed rate 
5.2.2.1.1 Cost of operation associated with SWP water  

Table 6 presents the costs associated with the procurement and use of SWP water over a five-year period 
from 2012 to 2016.  The average cost over this period has been used as a benchmark for determining the 
needed assessment revenue to satisfy expected SWP costs.  

It is proposed that revenue realized from the sale of a portion of Buena Vista’s annual allocation of SWP 
water to Castaic Lake Water District (CLWD) be credited against Administrative expenses, as described 
above, and used in assessing annual Administrative costs.   
 
Table 6 – SWP Expenditures from 2011 through 2015 

 2016 2015 2014 2013 2012 Average 
Total SWP 
Expenses $1,846,707 $1,387,576 $1,195,199 $1,608,068 $1,480,833 $1,503,677 

 
Based the five-year average cost of SWP water, SWP costs equate to an amount of $32.24 per acre.  
 

5.2.2.1.2 Restricted reserve 
A restricted reserve will be maintained in the SWP Budget equal to one and one-half years of this budget 
category.  The reserve will be calculated using a moving average of the past five year’s SWP Budgets with 
costs for the first four years of the period indexed to the period’s final year using the U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics CPI calculator.  
 

5.2.2.2 What Are the Benefits? 
Benefits resulting from SWP costs include preservation and protection of entitlement to water from the 
State Water Project and the benefits of use of SWP water for irrigation and to recharge and store 
groundwater within the District’s service area. 
 

5.2.2.3 Who Benefits? 
Benefits accrue to all persons who own land within the District which has been developed in reliance in 
whole or in part on access to delivery of water from the California Aqueduct or on delivery of SWP water 
to other lands where delivery has then enabled water from other sources to be available for use on these 
lands.  All lands within the District Service Area have been identified as lands as falling within this category 
and receiving the aforementioned benefits. 
 

5.2.3 Capital Improvement 
5.2.3.1 Basis for proposed rate 

The Capital Improvement costs include costs associated with capital expenditures made by the District.  
These expenditures include both routine capital outlays for items such as replacement of rolling stock and 
will also fund major system improvement projects.  The Board of Directors has the discretion to select 
which capital improvements are prioritized and initiated, as well as deciding whether  to fund capital 
improvements through cash flow or to apply assessment revenue to service debt incurred through 
issuance of bonds.  
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5.2.3.1.1 Capital Improvement Budget 
Table 7 presents annual capital expenditures anticipated by the District and itemizes these costs by 
project.  In 2015 the District was able to allocate $10,811,451 to capital expenditures, an outlay that was 
possible due to revenue realized by one time water sales and receipt of revenues from grants.  While 
future water sales and grant programs may be available, at the discretion of the Board of Directors, to 
accelerate completion of the proposed capital improvement program, the Capital Improvement expense 
category recognized that a reliable stream of revenue for implementation of capital improvements is 
necessary for an effective and efficient District.  Based on the anticipated projects listed in Table 7, 
assessments in excess of $100 per acre would be supported for anticipated capital projects alone.  
However, taking a reasonable approach, it is recommended that the District project costs of at least $30 
per acre to fund the most necessary and urgent capital improvements costs.  This amount would also 
ensure that the District’s current debt service is funded.  If adopted by the District’s landowners, this $30 
per acre portion of the District’s annual assessment could generate $1,399,290 per year.  It should be 
noted that without additional supplementing revenue it would take approximately 80 years to complete 
the capital improvement projects identified in Table 7.      
 
As noted earlier, the Board of Directors will also have the discretion to apply revenue from the District’s 
annual assessment and from water sales to meet repayment obligations for bonds issued to finance 
capital improvement projects.   
 

5.2.3.1.3 Restricted reserve 
A restricted reserved will be maintained for the Capital Improvement expense category equal to one year 
of this budget category.  The reserve will be calculated using a moving average of the past five year’s 
Capital Improvement expenditure with costs for the first four years of the period indexed to the period’s 
final year using the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics CPI calculator.   
 

5.2.3.2 What Are the Benefits? 
There are multiple benefits provided by the District’s capital improvement projects to the lands located 
within the District’s Service Area. These benefits include conservation of water, improved reliability and 
responsiveness of water deliveries, ability to receive surface water year round, control of groundwater 
elevations and management of saline groundwater.  
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Table 7 – Proposed Capital Expenditures SWP Expenditures through 2018 

Project Total* 2016        
Budgeted 2017 2018 

The Palms  $17,400,000        
          GRRP    

  

    
          Phase 1      $5,000,000   $5,000,000  
          HECA Portions         
Canal Abandonments $ 9,250,000        
          Buerkle Pipeline   $600,000      
          Arizona Pipeline    

  

    
          Eastside Pipeline       $500,000  
          Deep Wells Pipeline         
          Weed Island Pipeline     $750,000    
          Brite Road Pipeline     $450,000    
          Kilowatt Pipeline       $750,000  
          Wasco Way Pipeline       $ 600,000  
          Elk Grove Pipeline         
          Delfern Road Pipeline         
          Dargattz Road Pipeline         
          Buttonwillow  Pipeline         
          Toretta Pipeline         
          7th Standard Pipeline         
Eighty Foot Pipeline***** $20,000,000        
Arizona Pipeline***** $5,000,000      $5,000,000  
NAP Southeast Addition $9,480,000        
          NAP Standpipe         
          NAP Southeast Pipeline    

  

$1,650,000  $950,000  
          Main Drain Pump Station #5    $ 

  
    

          Westside Pump Station #4     $1,000,000    
          Eastside Pump Station #6       $1,000,000  
McAlister Ranch  $8,300,000        
          James Recharge     $2,000,000    
          James Recovery       $5,000,000  
Isabella Dam Repairs $7,000,000        
River Supply Alternates (none are firm) 

 
        

          Alternate #1 - CVC reverse to SWP**         
          Alternate #2 - 2nd Point to BV-2*** $25,000,000        
          Alternate #3 - Outlet Canal 

 
        

Outstanding Debt - The Palms $9,000,000    $9,000,000    
Rolling Stock $1,500,000   $250,000  $250,000  $250,000  
 $110,630,00

 
  

$7,730,00
 

  

$20,100,00
  

$19,050,00
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*    The Total column includes anticipated project costs through 2021  
** The CVC reverse flow option has Kern River water enter the CVC in Bakersfield near the Calloway Canal. 
While the least expensive option, it would only bring river water to the SWP, the District would receive SWP 
quality water. 
*** The 2nd Point to BV-2 Canal has the highest cost but would deliver Kern River water to the District, 
assuming the City of Bakersfield does not lower the water quality buy blending with pump back water. This 
is the best quality of water to the District. 
****The Outlet Canal Pipeline would have Kern River water delivered through the Kern River Canal and the 
BVARA. Since BVARA only holds about 6,000 a-f the blending would become minor and the water quality 
should be close to Kern River quality. 
***** These pipelines would be sized to operate off peak, September-May, to provide service for lower 
flows which do not justify operating unlined canals. 

 
5.2.3.3 Who Benefits? 

Benefits accrue to all persons who own land within the District because the benefits of the District’s capital 
improvement projects enhance customer service and water management throughout the District.  All 
lands within the District’s Service Area have been identified as lands falling within this category and 
receiving the aforementioned benefits.  

6. Calculation of Charges 

6.1 General 
As described earlier in this report, the basis of the District annual assessment is the total of the following 
three expense categories: 

1) Administrative (based on the cost of maintaining access to and delivery of Kern River water); 
2) State Water Project (based on the cost of maintaining access to and delivery of SWP water), and 
3) Capital Improvement (based on cash flow necessary for routine capital expenditures and for 

funding the District’s proposed program of capital improvement projects). 

The benefits accruing to each category of charge are explained in Section 5, above.   

6.2 Calculation of Charges 
There are approximately 46,643 acres in the District’s Service Area that will be assessed based on the 2016 
Kern County assessment rolls.  Lands that receive a special benefit within the District Service Area will be 
assessed uniformly as the benefits obtained from Administrative, SWP, and District capital improvements 
are uniform and equal among lands in the District Service Area.  These special benefits are conferred upon 
those parcels in the District that use water, or have the potential to use water.  This benefit includes the 
ability to utilize Kern River and SWP water, the District’s access to Kern River and SWP water and the value 
of the benefits that have accrued or will accrue due to implementation of the District’s program of capital 
improvements. These benefits are determined by comparing the difference in benefits to landowners if 
the District did not receive Kern River and SWP water or did not fund capital improvements to current 
levels of benefit. 
 
Based on the information contained in Section 5, the District’s annual assessment should be at least 
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$75.86 per acre, which is a total of the Administrative, SWP, and Capital Improvement reasonably 
expected annual costs. Under the District’s current assignment of assessments to individual parcels, the 
proposed assessment with a total collective maximum of $75 per acre would generate approximately 
$3,498,225 per year. 
 
In any given year, the annual assessment on a given parcel would be the rate adopted annually through 
the District’s rate setting process multiplied by the Assessor’s acreage for the parcel.  The maximum rate 
would be the amount per acre approved by the District Board and by a vote of District landowners in a 
Proposition 218 election, a maximum that could not be exceeded without a new Proposition 218 process. 
 

6.3 Rate Proportionality 
Section 4(a) of Proposition 218 specifies that assessments may not “exceed the reasonable cost of the 
proportional special benefit conferred on that parcel.” The District believes that water can be made 
available to all landowners within the District’s Service Area through the existing distribution system and 
that this water can be made accessible to landowners in the District’s Service Area equitably in proportion 
to the available water supply. Since it is the landowners’ responsibility to distribute water to cropped 
areas from the existing distribution system, the benefit of how water is delivered to all lands within the 
District’s Service Area is equal. Also, because the District only delivers agricultural water, there is no 
variation among the benefits associated with the type of water delivered. Further, the District’s view is 
that since all groundwater within the District is connected, recharge efforts in specific areas benefit the 
reliability and groundwater levels for all landowners in the District’s Service Area. Therefore, the use of a 
uniform rate for assessed lands and uniformity in the determination of lands eligible for assessment are 
appropriate for the nature of the special benefits provided by the District. 

 
6.4 Conclusion 

The primary objective of the Board of Directors is to ensure that the District’s annual assessments are 
such that District costs can be met for the efficient and effective operation of the District.  The Board 
further desires to ensure that the modifications being considered for adoption are cost effective and will 
provide for assessments proportionate to the special benefit received.  
  
The Engineer’s Assessment Report concludes that the proposed increase of the District’s annual 
assessment and removal of the +/- factor will provide sufficient assessment revenue to ensure continued 
operation of the District and a more equitable alignment of assessments in proportion to the special 
benefits received by those assessed.  Further the report concludes that the special benefit conferred upon 
landowners from the District’s existence and operations will remain over and above the total assessment 
because the cost of supplying the properties with water (for irrigation or for groundwater recharge) will 
continue to be substantially lower than the required cost per acre absent the District’s operations. 

 

 



BUENA VISTA WSD ENGINEER’S ASSESSMENT REPORT  

  

25 | P a g e  

 

7. Implementation Procedures 

7.1 Implementation 
Pursuant to Proposition 218 requirements, the District will hold a public hearing upon the recommended 
increase to the District’s annual assessment maximum and changes in the manner in which assessments 
are calculated. During this hearing the District will listen to any public comments on the proposed 
assessment increase and will take into consideration the protests against the proposed increase. Prior to 
the public hearing, the District will also assemble the roll of the landowners affected by the new 
assessment and mail out ballots to these affected landowners informing them of the proposed changes 
in their assessment along with their voting documents. The votes will be tallied and a passing vote for the 
change in assessments will set in motion the new assessment implementation procedures. 
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