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Abstract 

Since the Los Angeles Fires of January 2025, dramatic shifts have occurred in perceptions, 
expectations, and understanding of water systems’ role in fighting wildfires in California. As a 
consequence, policy attention has increased regarding the potential for enhanced statewide 
oversight to enhance wildfire-fighting capacity across community water systems. No state in the 
U.S. has previously pursued this path. Water systems face many obstacles to fighting wildfires 
that they have not been expected or supported to overcome. At the same time, as wildfires 
become more urban and increasingly encroach into the service territories of community water 
systems, the concept introduces interesting questions and potential innovations in design and 
implementation that may be good investments as part of long-term climate change adaptation. 

This leads to our overarching question in this discussion paper: What is the function, if any, for 
statewide oversight (in the form of data collection, guidance, frameworks, and standards) of 
community water systems’ role in fighting wildfires? In this paper, we describe the pros and cons 
of pursuing any oversight option, outline eight potential pathways for statewide oversight along a 
spectrum with respect to the status quo, and discuss the value of each approach. Options range 
from commissioning studies that gather information from systems, to voluntary guidance or 
system preparedness checklists, to legislating mandatory preparedness or performance 
standards. We outline how these options might work as well as the advantages and drawbacks of 
each approach. 

Our only firm recommendation is to carefully weigh the tradeoffs of pursuing any state oversight 
approach. Only evidence-based, financially supported, and legally prudent guidance may 
ultimately prove effective to further combat wildfires in the state. 
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Introduction and Motivation 

Humans have intrinsically understood that water can extinguish fires for a long time before 
modern civilizations. As populations have grown and development has altered landscapes, 
humans’ relationship with water as a natural resource has changed. Now, the United States has 
some 50,000 “community water systems” (CWS)—used interchangeably with “water supply 
systems” or “water systems” for this report—many of which initially formed to provide water for 
routine firefighting as part of their broader mission to supply water for domestic uses (Porse et al., 
2025). 

However, the specific obligation of water supply systems to help put out major conflagrations or 
wildfires1 has only more recently received significant attention in research, policy debates, and 
public discourse. Having sufficient water and infrastructure to fight wildfires that threaten human 
settlements is not part of basic service mandates and standards for community water systems; in 
fact, such expectations may not be feasible even if pursued. 

Yet in the wake of the January 2025 Los Angeles Fires, there was a dramatic shift in rhetoric 
related to the role that water systems play in fighting wildfires. Although water supply is only one 
element of wildfire fighting, and may not be the highest priority for investment from a cost-benefit 
perspective, heightened policy and public discourse about systems’ operations during wildfires 
raised new and unprecedented expectations for water systems. 

Two major questions have come into focus: First, how can individual systems help evaluate and 
implement enhanced firefighting investments from an extensive list of potential interventions? 
Second, what key factors do water systems need to consider when evaluating investment 
tradeoffs for firefighting versus other critical needs? 

At the state level, policy attention has also turned to the potential for statewide standards to 
enhance wildfire-fighting capacity across community water systems. Designing and implementing 
such standards represents both a major challenge and a space for original thought. While 
housing codes set standards for water supply availability to combat structure fires, there is no 
extant guidance, much less a set of firm and vetted standards, for community water systems to 
play specific and reasonably-scoped roles in the fight against wildfires. In this paper, we 
undertake this opportunity to outline the spectrum of potential water system best practices, 
guidance, or standards to fight wildfires. 

 

1 We use the term “wildfire” throughout this discussion paper given its colloquial use, although more 
accurate, but less well-known terms outside the scholarly and fire industry communities, such as “urban 
conflagration,” may technically be more appropriate. 
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Our guiding and overarching question is as follows:  

What is the function, if any, for statewide oversight (in the form of data collection, guidance, 
frameworks, and standards) of community water systems’ role in fighting wildfires? 

We lay out potential pathways and identify the general pros and cons of each approach. We do 
not delve into specific interventions that water systems could implement to increase their 
wildfire-fighting potential. We also do not make specific recommendations on approaches in this 
paper. Instead, our intent is to present a framework, outline the pros and cons of approach 
categories, and to prompt further discussion and refinement to inform any statewide efforts in this 
space. 

Status Quo and the Potential for State Oversight 

Oversight of community water systems is embedded in the Safe Drinking Water Act (SDWA), 
which imposes a remarkably consistent standard of preparedness and performance for CWS 
across the U.S. However, the SDWA is primarily focused on drinking water quality standards. Each 
state and territory (except for Wyoming) takes primacy over SDWA implementation, and often 
adds additional standards to the federal act, as is the case in California. 

New or enhanced drinking water quality regulations (such as for PFAS, lead, copper, arsenic, 
manganese, etc.) are promulgated within individual states through a codified, sequential, and 
deliberative process. However, there is no set process to address issues separate from water 
quality. Amendments to the SDWA itself are limited and difficult to implement. Even in different 
regulatory times, implementing national policy changes to address issues like wildfires—which 
affect a growing, but still limited, portion of U.S. communities—would be misguided. As such, new 
statewide guidance or standards appear more feasible than federal ones. States set standards for 
CWS beyond the SDWA in the areas of conservation, affordability, and technical, managerial, and 
financial capacity. For states with areas of high wildfire risk, such policy changes or investments 
could make financial and regulatory sense. 

For wildfire and community water system preparedness, there are some relevant best practices 
and system support materials identified under the national Safe Drinking Water Act, which in 
California is implemented by the California State Water Resources Control Board (SWRCB) and 
more broadly the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. However, the vast majority of the 
pre-2025 focus has been on the source and delivered water quality impacts caused by wildfires, 
with the latter space having developed statewide standards amending the California Safe 
Drinking Water Act and Health and Safety Code in recent years. For example, Assembly Bill 541 
(Wood) in 2023 required that water systems impacted by wildfires perform sample collection and 
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analysis of their source waters, treatment facilities, conveyance facilities, and distribution systems 
for the presence of benzene as soon as it is safe to do so.  

The focus on wildfires’ impact on systems, rather than vice versa, is with good reason. Only since 
recent major fires (the 2017 Tubbs Fire in Sonoma and Napa Counties and the 2018 Camp Fire in 
Butte County) has damage to systems and core potable water services become a major concern 
(Pierce, et al., 2021). 

Based on our review of existing guidance and standards, there has historically been little to no 
focus from oversight agencies on standards or requirements for the wildfire-fighting activities that 
community water systems support. The closest requirement under the America’s Water 
Infrastructure Act of 2018 (AWIA), amending the national Safe Drinking Water Act—which only 
applies to large water systems, is to have updated Emergency Response Plans and Risk and 
Resilience Assessments. 

In their current form, these plans and assessments are too broad and weak to reasonably expect 
detailed concepts of operations or performance with respect to wildfire fighting (Sun et al., 2025). 
This is not a criticism of these standards. They were simply designed to cover a wider range of 
hazards and crises, and focus more on the impacts of hazards to a system rather than a system’s 
role in mitigating the impact of hazards on the resident population. 

As we discuss further below, any adoption of statewide oversight or additional standards would 
need a lengthy timeline for implementation. This framework would need to be differentiated by 
system size, which is very common for added standards for water systems in the SDWA or 
otherwise mandated by states. It would also require risk profiles differentiated by geography. 
While wildfire risk is growing in its geography and increasingly encroaching on densely 
populated communities, a sizable proportion of water systems will still not feasibly need to 
contend with this issue for the foreseeable future and should not be asked to prepare for a 
hazard that does not affect their service area.  

Data and Methods 

We focus this discussion paper on the context of California, given the recent prevalence of large 
fires and the salience of the issue in public and policy discussions following the Los Angeles Fires 
of 2025.  However, many of the issues and options for oversight will be relevant to other 
wildlife-prone states and sub-national regions globally. 

Our analysis is informed by experience and data collection from multiple sources. First, several of 
the authors bring knowledge and study of the broader CWS performance standard setting and 
evaluation in California and nationally to this topic. Second, all of the authors have been involved 
in informing the public and policy response to the Los Angeles Fires, including  forming the 
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UCLA-UCANR Water System-Fire Working Group, a Research and Policy Coordination network 
focused on identifying solution pathways for water supply and wildfire resilience in the future.2 

Third, in the absence of formalized best practices for water supply and wildfire resilience, we 
developed an early version of the statewide oversight option framework we present below and 
discussed it at an August 2025 workshop with 44 participants from a range of institutions. In the 
following subsection, we summarize the discussion on this topic from the workshop; a longer 
summary is included in the workshop synthesis report (Pierce et al., 2026). 

This full-length study follows on from the August 2025 workshop (as promised in our synthesis 
report). Based on the feedback we received at the workshop, as well as secondary source 
research and literature review, we refined the option discussion below. While our analysis is 
greatly enhanced by the insights of workshop participants, the discussion below solely 
represents the views of the authors of this paper, and we take any errors or omissions. 

Summary of August 2025 Workshop Session Discussion on 
Statewide Oversight 

Amidst all the sessions of the day-long workshop, this session elicited the most disagreement 
among participants. Some participants were against any further conceptual development of 
standards, while others advocated implementing specific ideas. We started our workshop 
discussion with considerations on whether there should be any state oversight on systems in this 
realm. Workshop participants stressed that any guidance developed or provided to water 
systems would need to account for clear distinctions in roles and responsibilities between water 
systems and fire agencies. Workshop participants also asserted that passing laws in this (or other) 
spaces without funding for implementation was potentially worse than not passing any 
requirements at all.  

Some participants stated that water system standards are best developed by experts, not 
legislators. They may be formalized by the legislature, but it makes sense for regulations to first 
be developed by subject matter experts. This aligns with the development of many types of 
regulations that emerge through industry expert panels, councils, and committees that provide 
recommendations to policymakers that are later embedded in codes and standards. Participants 
also expressed concerns regarding any statewide standards and their implications for use in legal 
proceedings against water systems that can occur post wildfires, and are the basis of inverse 
condemnation arguments (which we cover in greater detail below). 

More positively, many participants expressed support for more comparative case study data on 
water system efforts, which could be most effectively gathered by the state. There was also a 
view held by some participants (but not a majority) that it would be helpful to have more direct 

2 See more on the Water Supply + Wildfire Research and Policy Coordination Network website. 
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guidance or event standards for wildfire fighting efforts for water systems, limited to high 
wildfire-risk areas. 

Getting beyond the question of statewide oversight, we discussed a similar spectrum of eight 
potential statewide oversight and guidance options, as analyzed in more detail below. Again, 
participant interest in and opinions on each of these concepts were quite mixed. Among 
workshop participants who thought specific concepts should be further explored and potentially 
implemented, a “100-year wildfire” standard concept was of interest, along with a liability-limiting 
checklist, with broader support for a state agency gathering more information on existing and 
best practices by water systems through existing statewide data collection standards. At the 
same time, concern was expressed that state data collection focused solely on existing practices 
may not lead to any change in local capacity or action. Keeping system capacity in mind and 
broader views on water system performance, some participants were interested in standards only 
if they applied to larger systems, as well as if they could serve as potential triggers for unlocking 
water system consolidation funding or lead to lower insurance premiums for community water 
systems. 

Arguments for and Against State Oversight 

Before analyzing potential options for statewide oversight, we lay out the broad pros and cons of 
pursuing such an approach. 

Reasons Against State Oversight 

There are several arguments against implementing state oversight of community water systems’ 
role in wildfire fighting. First, in numerous studies, we point out that wildfire fighting has not been 
(and should not be) thought of as part of the basic service mandate of community water systems.   

Our forthcoming report (expected spring 2026) on the financing and coordination of local water 
and fire agencies details how water distribution systems were built with the capacity to provide 
potable water and to put out local structure fires—but not wildfires. Designing water systems 
capable of fighting wildfires would introduce considerable challenges, present significant 
tradeoffs to ensure water quality, and pull revenue from financing core services at a time when 
affordability concerns are already high. In other words, it is important to ensure that water 
systems are designed and financed to be supportive, resilient, and able to recover in the face of 
wildfires, but it is both financially and logistically unfeasible to design these systems with a 
primary purpose of extinguishing wildfires.  

Second, bad or unreasonable statewide standards could create or exacerbate legal and financial 
liabilities for water systems. As we note in the workshop summary, this is a particular concern if 
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standards are set without the input and proactive effort of subject matter experts (Pierce et al., 
2026). 

The legal and financial liability concern is based on the use of inverse condemnation by plaintiffs 
in the Itani v. Yorba Linda Water District case of 2012, wherein 12 homeowners successfully 
recovered $70 million from the water system because one failed pump prevented the distribution 
system from providing high-pressure water in hilly terrain to help fight a major fire. The gist of 
inverse condemnation is that a government or government-regulated entity cannot “take” private 
property for a public purpose without paying just compensation to the owner. In the case of a 
water system and a fire that damages or destroys private property, the evaluation of an alleged 
“taking” relies on a judgment of expected water system performance to prevent fire damage to a 
given property in a given event. 

Whether the accepted logic in the Yorba Linda case is precedential remains to be seen. 
Numerous current lawsuits related to water system performance in the Palisades and Eaton fires 
use the basis of inverse condemnation, although the particular circumstances are different in 
each case (see Pierce, Callan et al., 2025 for further analysis). 

In any case, these legal proceedings are unpredictable and hinge on the judgment of water 
system performance in domains well above industry standards, expectations, or regulations by 
non-subject matter experts. The passage of statewide guidance or standards might clarify legal 
precedent and liability if designed and implemented well (see below). However, vague, 
unreasonable, or poorly designed standards would serve as fodder for legal proceedings 
contrary to reasonable water system performance expectations and the broader public interest.  

While wildfire preparedness could plausibly be paired with statutory limitations of legal and 
financial liability if water systems meet those standards to limit tort liability, this does not clearly fit 
into addressing the inverse condemnation doctrine framework. This may be challenging given 
that inverse condemnation is a constitutional doctrine, and even the state legislature cannot 
immunize water systems from such liability through statute alone. 

Third, passing new wildfire-focused community water system standards in isolation ignores the 
fact that water supply is only one element of wildfire fighting. In most contexts, it should not be 
the top investment priority to improve wildfire resilience. Passing new standards for water 
systems alone could imply a shift in existing responsibility for firefighting from fire departments 
and authorities to water systems. To be fair and effective, any guidance developed or provided to 
community water systems would, at a minimum, need to account for clear distinctions in roles and 
responsibilities between water systems, fire agencies, and potentially other agencies and actors 
involved in wildfire fighting efforts. We discuss water system and fire agency roles, 
responsibilities, and coordination further in our forthcoming report (expected spring 2026). 
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Fourth, any new guidance or standard for community water systems that does not include 
external financial support or explicitly allow cost recovery through rates and charges is likely to 
play out as an unhelpful, unfunded mandate. Passing symbolic laws without support for 
implementation is a bad practice in the California legislature, especially in the environmental 
space. Passing lofty but unsupported standards will yield unrealistic public expectations for 
progress, inevitably resulting in frustration and lower levels of trust in and willingness to pay for 
needed improvements in water system infrastructure. 

Reasons For State Oversight 

There are several reasons that state oversight of community water systems’ role in wildfire 
fighting could be helpful. Rationales range from the defensive (to combat other worse outcomes) 
to the proactive (as a useful or necessary measure). 

First, embracing some form of state oversight may be more prudent than resisting it, which could 
allow standards without clear implementation or feasibility pathways to be pushed through 
anyway by other parties. For instance, Assembly Bill 367 (passed in 2025), among other efforts in 
the 2025 and ongoing 2026 legislative sessions, includes a requirement for water systems to 
maintain infrastructure capable of supplying water for at least 24 hours for fire suppression in 
high or very high fire hazard severity zones (FHSZs) in Ventura County.  

Second, reasonable statewide guidance or standards, and a system’s compliance with said 
standards, should help limit or even eliminate systems’ liability in any future legal proceedings. 
Without any standards, legal rulings in the space will remain unpredictable and potentially 
capricious. 

Third, and more positively, statewide data collection efforts could facilitate better cross-case 
information on community water system resources, constraints, and efforts in this space, which 
would be very helpful for understanding and supporting broader firefighting efforts. Our 
understanding to date remains predicated on expert opinion of norms and trends, as well as a 
growing range of examples that illustrate best and worst practices. 

Fourth, it might be past time to have firmer guidance or standards for wildfire fighting 
preparedness and capacity for water systems in certain high wildfire-risk areas. This rationale 
must be applied with caution when it comes to performance versus preparedness standards, 
even in high-risk areas. There is little firm evidence on both the performance expectations and 
cost-effectiveness of particular interventions in this space, especially as “wildfires” come in many 
shapes and sizes. The same infrastructure may fare much better or worse against different types, 
spreads, and timings of wildfire events. 
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Eight State Oversight Options 

There are several potential pathways for state oversight of water systems and wildfire resilience. 
Below, we identify eight options, ordered on a spectrum from least to greatest intervention by 
state regulatory authorities. The options are not all mutually exclusive: some overlap, some could 
be paired for more impact. For instance, the state legislature can both direct a comprehensive 
study and direct a state agency to increase water systems’ reporting requirements. However, we 
assert that if multiple options are pursued, they are best pursued in sequence rather than 
simultaneously. This assertion again reflects the reality that prior to 2025, there was no 
discussion of statewide standards for systems to maintain sufficient water and infrastructure to 
fight wildfires (a fact that has not fully permeated the public and policy discourse).  

Further, such a standard, if imposed, still could not reasonably be considered part of the basic 
service and standard mandate set for existing community water systems. Any firm guidance or 
standard would essentially require systems to provide a new level of service, and would need to 
be financed accordingly. Thus, any statewide oversight should be gradual, and costs that systems 
incur to provide any new service should be recoverable proportionate to the protection provided 
to particular ratepayers within a system (in the absence of a state subsidy to cover the cost, which 
seems highly unlikely). 

Figure 1 shows an overview of the eight categories of potential state oversight pathways, which 
we discuss in the remainder of this paper. 
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Figure 1. Pathways for State Oversight of Community Water Systems’ Wildfire Fighting Efforts 
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Pathway 1: Independent external research to establish trends and 
best practices  

The least intrusive, easiest oversight option for the state to pursue would be for it to conduct or 
commission an authoritative research study or series of studies. This research could take several 
different forms in order to establish representative data on water system capacities, practices, 
resources, and experiences with respect to wildfire fighting, and identify a range of best (and 
worst) practices. 

Such a study or series could be prompted by legislative action, agency discretion, or funded by 
philanthropy. If prompted by legislation, it could be conducted by the Legislative Analyst’s Office, 
but regardless should be convened by an independent, authoritative, and neutral party such as 
the California Council on Science and Technology (for instance, see Feo et al, 2020 in a similar 
space) or a blue ribbon commission (for instance, see Mullin et al., 2025) or entity similar to a 
Little Hoover Commission, which the state has convened previously on energy issues.  

The Water and Science Technology Board of the National Academies of Science, Engineering, 
and Medicine could also serve as an independent arbiter and sponsor of authoritative research in 
this space. This board convened a workshop in May 2025 on related issues, but the capacity and 
discretion of the Academies remain unclear given the gutting of much of the federal 
government’s science and research resources under the current administration (NASEM, 2025). 

With scant resources in the public domain that offer guidance in this space or offer insights 
across more than one fire or water system, studies would help establish an understanding of the 
status quo and explore potential options forward. Conducting or commissioning research would 
fill knowledge gaps, but we note that producing research studies alone will not change the status 
quo.  

Pathways 2 and 3: Data collection from systems, either using 
existing reporting cycles or new data collection processes 

State agencies or partners could require water systems to report on wildfire fighting related to 
water system capacities, practices, resources, and experiences through existing data collection 
processes (Pathway 2). Alternatively, the state could establish new voluntary or mandatory 
processes to collect this data from water systems (on a one-time or recurring basis). Existing data 
reporting and sources do not contain sufficient information on water systems’ wildfire-fighting 
capacity, preparedness, or experience. A new data collection pathway would need to address 
this gap, as proxy factors could, in theory, be used from existing data sources, but are incredibly 
limited.  
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Pursuing new data collection pathways could also inform or complement research conducted 
under Pathway 1. There would need to be a plan for the public release of collected data. Public 
data sharing could be useful to inform research and journalism, but the public release of sensitive 
information, such as details of specific infrastructure asset siting and condition, would need to be 
carefully managed. 

Pathways 2 and 3 imply a deeper level of state oversight than Pathway 1. Under Pathways 2 and 
3, the collection of data by a state agency — especially if reporting were mandatory — would 
imply that there are at least some wildfire-fighting best practices for water systems to adopt from 
the viewpoint of the state. This could also pave the way for firmer standards. 

Design and implementation of either data collection pathway would likely fall on the California 
State Water Resources Control Board (SWRCB), the agency within CalEPA that has primacy over 
SDWA implementation, and thus oversight functions and regular interactions with the ~2,800 
community water systems in the state. The California Department of Water Resources (DWR) 
could be an alternative data collector: DWR has oversight functions regarding water supply and 
systems, but it lacks the data collection infrastructure of the SCWRB.3  

With the consideration of Pathway  2, the SCWRB imposes numerous ongoing, mandatory data 
collection efforts on systems, some of which already represent a significant burden for some 
systems. As such, there are already-existing reporting requirements to which additional questions 
could ostensibly be added. However, these requirements are carried out on different time 
intervals, and the data collected varies in the depth of requested reporting. Because of this, 
reports are not always vetted, which affects data reliability.  

It is important to keep in mind that even when such efforts are framed as mandatory, not all 
systems have equal levels of capacity or motivation to reply, again potentially affecting data 
quality. Already, state demands for data reporting from systems have increased dramatically over 
the last 20 years, especially regarding conservation and Human Right to Water efforts. Even 
though these support a variety of worthwhile analytical and policy efforts, there are diminishing 
returns to additional mandatory or voluntary data collection efforts. Pursuing either Pathway 2 or 
3 should thus be done judiciously. 

It is also important to note that water systems are understandably sensitive and cautious about 
the disclosure of the location or operational details of components of critical infrastructure, given 
the threat of bioterrorism and other hacking efforts. If the state collects and analyzes such 
sensitive data, it should be exempt from disclosure through public records requests to minimize 
additional risk. 

3 While, like DWR, CalFire is also housed under the California Natural Resources Agency, CalFire has had 
no active role in data collection or analysis relevant water systems to date, so thus is not further considered 
here. Similarly, CalOES also on paper could be a good fit for a statewide role in this space, but to date has 
not played an active role. 
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Pathway 2 could leverage several existing data collection efforts, including the following: 

●​ Sanitary survey inspections: These data collection efforts are unique because they are 
carried out by Board field staff themselves, and involve physical inspections of all systems 
every five years, which feed into compliance and enforcement actions. The inspections 
and data collected are very detailed, and there has already been recent movement to 
pilot climate preparedness questions during the inspections. One clear downside of 
adding to a sanitary survey inspection versus other instruments is that sanitary survey 
inspection data are not compiled in a single database to the best of our knowledge, and 
certainly not in a public database. The feasibility of lengthening an already-demanding 
survey is also unclear. 

●​ Electronic Annual Reporting and Emergency Notification Plans: Several other existing 
state data collection efforts from systems could be leveraged, all of which are 
self-reported. Each option has its own pros and cons. The electronic Annual Reporting 
(eAR) takes place each year, which is unique among existing data sources. The eAR also 
helps collect Emergency Notification Plans (ENPs) data per SB552 for smaller systems, 
which in theory could be leveraged topically to cover wildfire specifics. ENPs are much 
less detailed than the response plans required of larger systems, discussed below. 
Moreover, the completion (and thus the representativeness and quality) of the eAR data is 
highly variable. It is also already a long survey instrument wherein the complexity of data 
points collected is usually low; the approach is broad but relatively shallow. 

●​ Emergency Response Plans and Urban Water Management Plans: Other options for 
leveraging take place on longer intervals, and are only required for larger systems 
(serving 3,300 connections or more). As of 2018, Risk and Resilience Assessment and 
Emergency Response Plans (ERPs) are required to be completed by larger systems every 
5 years. An upside of using these instruments is that they are already focused on 
emergencies or disasters. On the other hand, they are not held in a central state 
database, so they would not be easy to analyze comparatively. They also remain broad 
(cover all hazards) and relatively shallow, especially ENPs. Similarly, DWR requires larger 
systems to complete Urban Water Management Plans every 5 years, with high 
standardization and relatively deep information on water supply and demand aspects, 
which is available publicly from DWR. Topically, however, the fit of adding wildfire 
preparedness, capacity, or experience-related questions seems low.  

Pathway 3—the mandatory or voluntary data collection from systems via a new survey or 
instrument—is similar but distinct from leveraging existing data sources. This could be done as a 
one-time effort or on relatively infrequent intervals. A benefit would be that the data collection 
effort could be in any format desired and could go into greater depth as compared to being 
added to an existing effort. However, it is likely there would be difficulty in getting systems to be 
aware of and respond robustly to an entirely new data collection effort. 
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A new, voluntary data collection effort might receive better reception and have better uptake if 
conducted by the major community water system associations as opposed to being administered 
by the state. Relying on system associations, however, would likely lead to the 
overrepresentation of larger, better-resourced systems, with some types of smaller water systems 
(such as mobile home park systems) being largely omitted. It would also not have the same 
independence as other data collection mechanisms. 

Another alternative, which could be combined with Pathway 1, would be to rely on an 
independent research entity to collect data. As with reliance on a system association collection 
approach, this would inevitably lead to the omission of awareness and response among systems, 
but it is difficult to predict the level or patterns of non-response. In some cases, external efforts 
yield better statewide data than state-run efforts, whereas in other cases, they yield very 
incomplete or low-quality data. 

Pathway 4: Non-binding risk-based standards for preparedness 
relevant to (portions of) systems in high-risk areas 

A fourth option for state oversight of water systems could be to issue non-binding guidance or 
preparedness standards for systems, or portions thereof, in high fire-risk areas. This could 
produce a “100-year wildfire” designation modeled after measures of “100-year flood” standards 
for infrastructure design in high flood-risk areas (for instance, see APA, 2014). Such standards are 
based on the probability of an event of a particular magnitude occurring in a year. A 
one-hundred-year event is interpreted as a high magnitude event with a 1% chance of happening 
in a given year. Statistically, such an event would be likely to occur once every century so long as 
driving risk factors remain the same (Water Science School, 2018). As it pertains to fire, any 
designation of a “100-year wildfire” or other “high risk” designation would be determined by 
location in the wildland urban interface (WUI), or based on the state’s designation of high or very 
high FHSZs.  

As relevant oversight agencies for water systems, the SCWRB or DWR would be best positioned 
to issue such guidance, as well as monitor and support high-risk systems toward preparedness. 
Providing this authority to either agency in perpetuity would help avoid the potential inertia that 
can sometimes occur with legislation (i.e., requiring time, effort, and political will on the part of a 
legislature to update laws already on the books). Doing so would also put regulatory control and 
enforcement authority into the hands of a body with more expertise in the policy area, and that 
has more direct relationships with the systems working to comply.  

For Pathway 4 to succeed, the state would need to provide funding in order to make this 
guidance and preparedness measures for systems practicable to implement. Some sort of “high 
fire risk area” designation might be helpful, as a similar designation has historically been 
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leveraged to unlock federal funding for infrastructure preparedness in flood zones, and climate 
risk designations are widely used across insurance and infrastructure industries. 

The 100-year flood concept is commonly used in the public lexicon to discuss particularly severe 
flooding events and is based on statistical analysis of risk. However, the model has been 
criticized for creating false perceptions of security among members of the public, and more 
recently for being an increasingly outdated model that does not reflect changes in climate and 
land use (Sukel, 2024). Of particular concern is the reliance on flood risk assessment tools, which 
may not be representative of the decades ahead when climate change-driven extreme weather 
events will become increasingly common.  

Similarly, using a historical probability approach to assess wildfire likelihood would be challenging 
both in terms of determining the most suitable and precise approach and managing public 
perception. In addition to dynamic, climate-driven conditions, human fire suppression activities 
and drastic changes in population and development have disconnected wildfire incidence from 
historic trends in the American West since the late 1800s (Marlon et al., 2012). Use of the FHSZ as 
a risk screening tool is convenient and policy-relevant, but it is a relatively blunt tool.  

A minimum step by the state in this space would be to commission the SWRCB or DWR to keep 
an active map of FHSZ overlays with water system boundaries and water sources, instead of the 
current fire risk maps that the SWRCB maintains on its website, which have unclear relevance to 
the nexus of water systems and wildfire fighting (SWRCB, 2024). As further discussed in Pathway 
7, the just-introduced SB 1153 (2026) would go a step further in requiring all large water systems 
serving a high or very high FHSZ zone in California to undertake and articulate certain wildfire 
preparedness and mitigation actions.4  

A more ambitious approach for supporting improved wildfire resilience of water systems would 
be more complex risk modeling to identify the combinations of conditions (e.g., wind, drought, 
temperature, time of day) and system-specific contextual factors (e.g., topography, vegetation, 
development density) that are most likely to create high wildfire risk in the system service area. 
Such factors could be simulated through a digital twin of the system’s physical infrastructure. 
Examples include Malik et al.’s (2021) wildfire risk prediction model, focused on Northern 
California; and Salehi et al.’s (2016) unsupervised wildfire risk prediction system, developed and 
verified in Australia. While very large water systems either have or are considering the adoption 
of modern risk modeling (Pierce et al., 2025), this is currently impracticable for all but the largest 
and best-resourced systems. 

An ambitious approach to produce preparedness standards for systems would see the state 
develop and adopt a standard risk model and an absolute measure of wildfire risk, above which 
individual systems would be advised to take reasonable actions to ensure fire response 

4 See https://calmatters.digitaldemocracy.org/bills/ca_202520260sb1153  
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capability and minimum service disruptions. Theoretically, individual water systems could then be 
supported to develop one or more scenarios specific to their service area that would produce 
such a risk outcome and project what measures need to be taken to ensure sufficient water flow 
and service reliability to counter a wildfire event.  

A less ambitious but still helpful approach would see the state direct systems to take measures of 
water system-level firefighting interventions in proportion to their risk exposure. We developed 
such a framework in our January 2026 report (see Figure 2 below), which provides a starting 
point, but further refinement on thresholds for the effective number or combination of such 
measures would need to be evaluated to be most useful. This option would align with how state 
agencies incentivize drought planning among larger water systems, requiring systems to adopt a 
drought shortage contingency plan with levels of increasing activity that include public 
awareness, drought-based surcharges, and others. Drought shortage contingency plans are 
approved in advance by agency boards or leaders, and during a drought, agencies adopt a level 
of shortage and associated actions that correspond with current local conditions. 

Figure 2. Water System Fire Intervention Evaluation Typology 
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Pathway 5: State guidance of voluntary system preparedness or 
mitigation checklist  

Pathways 5 to 8 are drastically different from those previously discussed and represent a radical 
departure from existing practice. Pathway 5 would involve state guidance on water systems’ 
voluntary compliance with wildfire preparedness or mitigation checklists. This concept is 
modeled on the relatively recent process of Wildfire Mitigation Plans, which California 
investor-owned power utilities (IOUs) file, and which in turn limit their financial liability to inverse 
condemnation under the California Wildfire Fund in the event that their infrastructure is found to 
have instigated a wildfire. This process is important for determining liability and establishing 
compensation pathways, but it can be lengthy and controversial.  For example, Southern 
California Edison’s infrastructure is currently being investigated for its role in igniting the Eaton 
Fire in the Altadena area of Los Angeles in January 2025. 

In introducing this option, we stress the very important distinction that, unlike electricity 
infrastructure, community water system infrastructure does not have the potential to cause 
wildfires. Yet, water agencies can still face legal risks related to fires. For instance, system 
managers must make real-time operational decisions during wildfire events that could reduce 
firefighting capacity in parts of the system, such as reducing or shutting off capacity in damaged 
areas. If legal rulings continue to investigate inverse condemnation as they have in the past (e.g., 
the aforementioned Itani v. Yorba Linda case) and in pending cases, pursuing a similar path to the 
Wildfire Mitigation Plan model may be a necessary preventative measure that can offer protection 
to water systems in a landscape of changing risk. 

How does this arrangement operate for investor-owner electric utilities? Under the California 
Wildfire Fund, IOUs are required to adopt wildfire mitigation plans, which address numerous 
aspects of a utility’s preparations to reduce fire-related risk from utility operations. Notably, most 
aspects of these plans are focused on preventing infrastructure-related ignition events.  

When certified as compliant with their mitigation plans, California’s three large IOUs are parties to 
the California Wildfire Fund, established by AB 1054 (2019). Utilities may use the fund to cover 
“eligible claims” — those for third-party damages resulting from covered wildfires in excess of 
either $1 billion in a calendar year or the corporation’s required insurance coverage, whichever is 
greater. The fund required participants to make an initial contribution totaling $7.5 billion and 
annual contributions of $300 million until they reach $10.5 billion.  

The current model established by AB 1054 for assessing liability and backstopping cost of 
wildfire damages is widely viewed as broken and unsustainable, especially following the LA Fires 
of 2025 and the passage of AB 254 (2025). To that end, at the end of January 2026, the 
California Public Utilities Commission issued a report on recommendations related to AB254 and 
the wildfire fund process (CPUC, 2026). It asserts that the use of inverse condemnation in this 
context is fairly unique to California and does not accurately reflect the reasons wildfires have 
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grown more destructive, leading to inequities and misaligned incentives.  This report has been 
the point of serious discussion in the state legislature, and it remains to be seen how they will 
play out.  

Should water systems seek to develop analogous mitigation action plans, whether under the 
current model or a reformed one, to limit potential legal and financial liability, they would have to 
be fundamentally different in their nature and scope. While power utilities focus on reducing risk 
of ignition, water systems would focus mitigation plans on preparedness measures, minimizing 
service disruptions, and maintaining a minimum rate of flow to support firefighting actions. None 
of these aims could be reasonably guaranteed.   

In terms of the preparedness or mitigation plan or checklist, as discussed above, the state could 
either (A) develop a standard risk model and an absolute measure of wildfire risk, which systems 
could demonstrate they had taken measures to attain; or (B) advise systems to take a set number 
or combination of measures in accordance with any of the five categories of water system level 
firefighting intervention typology that we have laid out in the Water System Fire Intervention 
Evaluation (see above). 

There are other major differences between a potential model for water systems and the existing 
mitigation plans, and the California Wildfire Fund for IOUs. First, most water systems are not 
subject to the California Public Utilities Commission, which does not manage the fund but, in 
practic,e oversees all other financial aspects of IOUs. In the case of advising on specifics of a 
preparedness checklist, the SWRCB or DWR would be the most appropriate entities to weigh in.  

Second, and relatedly, most water systems do not have large financial reserves or a mechanism 
to commit them to a Wildfire Fund. Public water agencies in California must align charges with the 
cost of service. Most importantly, a checklist or mitigation plan option for water systems overseen 
by the state would be best and most fairly implemented if compliance (which, for most system,s 
would require significant commitment and resources) absolved systems of legal and financial 
liability. In other words, there would be no need for a major fund associated with the mitigation 
plan mechanism. Eliminating legal and financial liability for water systems that have undertaken 
state-guided preparedness measures would be a major benefit of this approach. 

On the other hand, the introduction of a statewide mitigation plan framework for systems, even if 
compliance completely limits legal and financial liability of systems, has the major downside of 
further perpetuating the notion in the public and policy discourse that water systems are in some 
way responsible for wildfire occurrence, preparedness, response, and mitigation. The 
introduction of a mitigation plan framework that caps financial liability would be even more 
problematic, especially considering the solvency issues of the existing Wildfire Fund set up for 
power utilities.  
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Pathway 6: Mandatory reporting of impacts and performance 
post-wildfire event 

Mandated reporting on the performance of and impacts on water systems following major fire 
events would be fairly easy for the state to implement. Practically, this would function as the 
equivalent of an “After Action Report,” which is already required by CalOES of local governments 
making official disaster declarations and assistance claims, and would be a requirement that 
carries no judgment or specific actions be taken by systems. 

There is already a precedent in CA Government Code 8607.2 for large water systems (serving 
10,000 connections or more) to report to the state legislature on their “emergency response and 
recommendations” within 6 months following a wildfire declared as part of a state of emergency.5 
The code includes an obligation for a system to implement recommendations stemming from the 
mandated assessment.  

That being said, it is unclear whether large water systems are obligated to comply with this code 
(there is no evidence of this to date), nor how they would or could be compelled to comply. The 
statute could be further developed to ensure that the best practices and areas for improvement 
are compiled and shared after every qualifying event. Dissemination of lessons learned could be 
accomplished best through organizations like the California Water/Wastewater Agency Response 
Network (CalWARN) or the California Utilities Emergency Association. 

A state legislative bill (AB 1469)6 was introduced in this area in the California legislature in 
February 2025 and may have provided some clarity around this code. However, the bill did not 
progress very far. SB 1153, introduced in February 2026, also references and expands 
significantly on this code as we discuss under Pathway 7. 7 

Expansion and implementation of Code 8607.2 could serve as a modest, individual case example 
of what would be scaled statewide in Pathway 1, if the entity conducting the report on a given 
system is independent and authorized to do a full and independent analysis. However, the 
positionality of consultants used even in preparing official After Action Reports is not always clear.  

A clear limitation, which could be viewed either as a pro or a con of this approach, is that it is 
largely retrospective and allows latitude with forward-looking implementation of any 
recommendations. It thus could not be reasonably used as a basis to evaluate the effectiveness 
of preparedness and performance measures taken by a system before a fire event.  

7 See https://calmatters.digitaldemocracy.org/bills/ca_202520260sb1153  

6 See https://calmatters.digitaldemocracy.org/bills/ca_202520260ab1469  

5 See https://codes.findlaw.com/ca/government-code/gov-sect-8607-2  
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Pathways 7 and 8: Legislated amendments introducing mandatory 
preparedness or performance standards to water systems 

The final two options for statewide oversight of water systems are the most intrusive and 
directive, as they focus on state legislation that introduces mandatory preparedness (Pathway 7) 
or performance standards (Pathway 8) for water systems. No such legislated standards are 
currently in place, and their adoption would likely trigger amendments to the California Water 
Code. Indeed, legislative action is generally poorly suited to responsiveness and adaptation in an 
area of emerging science and evolving value propositions, as is the case in the wildfire- water 
system performance space we examine here.  

Amendments to the California Water Code, in statutory language or in practice, can occur via 
several mechanisms. The most clear-cut of these is when the text of the water code itself is 
modified through legislation. In recent years, legislation has amended the water code numerous 
times, such as via AB 1520 (2025), which made numerous code changes covering a variety of 
topics; AB 460 (2024), which required the SWRCB to adjust water right civil penalties for inflation; 
and SB 3 (2023), which required small community water systems to comply with elements of the 
Water Shutoff Protection Act.8  

As noted above, the just-introduced SB 1153 would require all large water systems serving a high 
or very high FHSZ to include incident-specified response procedures for wildfires as part of their 
disaster preparedness plans and would require these plans to include mitigation actions that can 
obviate or significantly lessen the impact of a wildfire on the water system and the supply of 
drinking water. At the same time, it explicitly aims to exempt water systems from being 
considered a risk or a contributing cause of the impact of wildfire spread.  

While it is important to note that AB 367 (2025) itself is a “special statute,” with the legislature 
finding that “the unique history of devastating fires in the County of Ventura” makes a general 
statewide statute inapplicable under Article IV, Section 16 of the California Constitution, the bill 

8 In addition to amendments that explicitly change water code text via legislation, the law gives the SWRCB 
authority to enact certain regulatory amendments pertaining to water code provisions and enforcement. A 
recent example of this are regulatory updates proposed by the Board concerning underground storage 
tanks in late 2025, taking effect in January 2026. In such cases, procedures call for a presentation of 
proposed regulatory changes to the Board, statements of economic and fiscal impact, public comment 
periods, and rulemaking review by the Office of Administrative Law. The SWRCB may also make 
emergency regulations that remain in effect up to one year in response to issues including prevention of 
waste, unreasonable (methods of) use, or unreasonable methods of diversion of water; or related to critical 
drought conditions. In more minor actions, the SWRCB regularly undertakes Section 100 changes, which 
have no regulatory impact, but which may relate to water code provisions. In an indirect fashion, ballot 
measures may also de facto necessitate later water code amendments via legislation. A recent example is 
Proposition 4 (2024), which authorized $10 billion in bond issuances, $3.8 billion of which was intended for 
use cases related to the water code (e.g., water availability, drought mitigation).  
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still represents a potential statewide legislative example both for requiring minimum standards for 
firefighting preparedness as well as mandatory performance standards during wildfires for water 
systems.9 Though applicable only to the County of Ventura, its provisions on ensuring backup 
energy supplies to enable fire suppression, sourcing of alternative water supplies as a substitute, 
and inspections and hardening of related infrastructure could serve as a model of preparedness.  

At the same time, the bill’s language regarding the necessity of maintaining energy supply 
conditions necessary to “supply water for at least 24 hours for the purpose of fire suppression” 
appears to suggest a mandatory performance standard. This goes well beyond a mere 
requirement for the presence of backup power supplies, as specified in the SB 552 process 
(further discussed in Sun et al., 2025).   

There is a high burden of proof that the state should have before considering future legislative 
approaches as reasonable options for a statewide approach to water system fire preparedness or 
performance standards. The benefit of pursuing such options would be their binding and 
universal nature. On the other hand, the downsides are considerable, especially for performance 
versus preparedness standards.  

First, the legislature does not have subject matter expertise to jump to specific preparedness or 
performance standards, and there are limited research and legislative models to draw on. 
Second, and more importantly, it is not clear how to define a reasonable standard (or standards). 
The end goal is unclear. While AB 367 references a 24-hour period of robust fireflow, this value 
appears to be arbitrary, and what should be considered as “wildfire flow” is dependent on 
situation, location, and risk. Numerous other questions arise, including whether preparedness or 
performance standards would apply to an entire system or just portions of it.  

Finally, an obvious downside is that either statewide mandatory preparedness or performance 
standards raise public expectations in ways that may be unachievable and undermine other more 
viable pathways to preparedness and mitigation. At the same time, standards would likely fuel 
legal cases to be used against water systems if they are judged to fail to maintain such standards. 
For these reasons, legislated standards for water systems should be pursued with significant 
caution in comparison to the eight options outlined in this discussion paper. 

 

9 If the legislature stands by this finding in future sessions, efforts to legislate water system standards could 
devolve into a patchwork of laws covering different jurisdictions of the state, necessitating additional time 
and effort by legislators and their staff and making enforcement of standards more fragmented and 
difficult. Additionally, the law currently does not specify any accountability measures, other than that a 
destructive fire event that makes more than 10 residences uninhabitable in the supplier’s area must be 
followed by an assessment of whether the supplier met the standards articulated in the law.  
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Conclusion 

Having sufficient water and infrastructure to fight wildfires, which threaten human settlements, 
has never been part of basic service mandates and standards for existing community water 
systems; such expectations may not be feasible even if pursued. Yet expectations have increased 
for the capacity of water systems to fight wildfires, at least in part due to misinformation and 
disinformation regarding the January 2025 Los Angeles fires, as well as general limited 
understanding of historical water system design, regulation, and capacity constraints.   

Accordingly, legislators and agencies should be extremely cautious in pursuing further oversight 
of water systems with respect to wildfire preparedness and mitigation. In a space such as 
wildfire-water system performance, which requires responsiveness and adaptation as science 
emerges and value propositions evolve, legislative action can do more harm than good. In the 
event that state oversight actions are taken, we outlined eight options ranging from research and 
data collection to voluntary guidance, and finally to mandatory preparedness and performance 
standards. The potential legal and cost implications of any requirements must be especially 
carefully considered and reasonably mitigated against, as the ongoing SB 254 process for power 
utilities illustrates. 

We encourage policymakers considering statewide standard options to conduct feasibility 
studies, benefit-cost analysis of options, and outreach and engagement with regulated and public 
utilities to inform the value and challenges of different alternatives. Ultimately, evidence-based 
and financially-supported guidance should be the basis of any actions that offer effective, 
productive, and cost-conscious pathways to further combat wildfires in the state. 
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