By Chad Nelsen and Joe Geever
As the Ocean Reports recommend, if we want
to improve the state of our coast and ocean,
government agencies will need to rethink
how they work together. There may be no
better example of “fragmented governance”
leading to wasted money and environmental
degradation than our management of water.
The Surfrider Foundation recognized these
problems with fragmented governance as
we got involved in several environmental
issues that on the surface didn’t seem to
be interconnected. This discovery has laid
the foundation of our advocacy for a holistic
ecosystem-based approach to reducing water
pollution, resolving fresh water shortages
and restoring our coastal and marine
environments.
In California, as in most states, our
government agencies have duties that are
myopically focused. Water agencies are
concerned with supplying us with cheap and
reliable drinking water but don’t consider how
that water can turn into polluted run off. Other
local and state agencies are charged with
cleaning up the wasted water that runs off
our urban areas and becomes polluted before
entering the ocean. They rarely consider the
consequences of supplying drinking water
that is so cheap we use it to hose off our
driveways. Yet another set of state agencies
are responsible for restoring and maintaining
healthy marine wildlife populations, and others
plan and regulate coastal development. These
agencies rarely, if ever, consider how their
work impacts each other and that it often
does so at cross purposes. Wouldn’t it be
revolutionary to think about water through
the whole cycle? From supply, to use, to reuse, to disposal, thinking comprehensively to
operate more efficiently, waste less water, and
maintain clean ocean water and healthy ocean
ecosystems.
“We didn’t start out to work on water
supply issues,” says Jim Moriarty, Surfrider
Foundation’s Executive Director. “We got
sucked into it through a cooling water intake.”
In 2003 Surfrider Foundation joined a coalition
of organizations and state attorneys general
to oppose the use of once-through cooling
at coastal power plants and help restore
our coastal ecosystems. This antiquated
technology that uses ocean water to cool
power generators literally sucks billions of
fish and other marine life annually through
enormous vacuum cleaner-like tubes in the
ocean. Unfortunately, many power plants are
resistant to stopping this destructive practice.
Rather than preparing plans to transition
toward practical and non-destructive
alternatives, they are considering “colocating” desalination facilities to desalt the

ocean water coming in through the intakes to
supply drinking water. Their purported goal is
to avert freshwater shortages. “There has to
be a better way to resolve our water needs
than relying on the destruction of our precious
marine life,” says Moriarty. In fact, there are
ways to desalt water that don’t rely on oncethrough cooling.
In many areas of the country, and particularly
in Southern California, rapid population
growth and limited water supplies have
created water shortages. At the same time,
it is clear that dry weather urban runoff not
only threatens our health at the beach, it also
represents an enormous waste of water. To
this end, the Surfrider Foundation has been
researching pro-active alternatives to solve
these water issues in an integrated fashion.
To our pleasant surprise simple things can
be done by Surfrider Foundation chapters
and members that can dramatically reduce
water pollution and help to restore our coastal
environment. In fact, the solutions were mixed
in with advocacy our local chapters were
already pursuing.
Water Recycling may be the most important
and economical solution readily available.
Our chapters in San Diego, Huntington/Seal
Beach, Santa Barbara, and San Luis Obispo
have recently succeeded in compelling waste
water treatment plans to forego their 301(h)
waivers, a permit exception that allows them
to dump partially treated waste water into the
ocean, and upgrade their sewage treatment
facilities to modern standards.
The next step in an “integrated management”
approach will be for the local water supply
agencies to invest in reclaiming that water
through further treatment so it can be used
again in such areas as irrigation or ground
water recharge. Not only will this create a new
water source, it has the potential to eliminate
ocean discharges altogether.
Among others, our Newport Beach, South
Bay, and Malibu Chapters have also been
advocating the restoration and construction
of coastal wetlands to provide critical habitat
and restore the natural cleansing process
that wetlands provide. These efforts will
simultaneously add to water retention on
land – ending our bizarre history of treating
rain water like a nuisance and ushering in a
new era of managing water like the precious
resource it is.
The Surfrider Foundation is also piloting a
new effort in Southern California to educate
the public about gardening practices that
conserve water and reduce water pollution.
Use of drought tolerant native plants and
reduction of impervious surfaces (areas where

water can’t absorb into the ground) in their
yards will reduce water use, runoff, and the
need for toxic herbicides and pesticides. This
conservation program will advocate improved
irrigation and landscaping practices that can
cut our freshwater demand while dramatically
reducing urban runoff. A study in Orange
County, CA demonstrated that simple retrofits
to irrigation systems reduced urban runoff
by approximately 70 percent – and we can
improve on that.
This may sound more like common sense
than revolutionary thinking, but changing the
way we use water and how our government
manages it will require a revolution in our
actions. As recommended in the Ocean
Reports, these sensible, economical, and
environmentally conscious solutions will
require a revolution in the way our government
agencies work together to manage water.
Please join the Surfrider Foundation and
become part of the ocean revolution.

[Editor’s Note] This is the second article
in our series on putting the Pew Ocean
Commission and US Commission on Ocean
Policy (Ocean Reports) into action at the
grassroots level. Those reports on the state
of our coasts and ocean highlighted some
alarming trends in environmental degradation
– and some root causes. Among them,
the reports concluded our management of
our coasts and oceans was “fragmented”
amongst many government agencies and
failed to take a holistic “ecosystem-based
management” approach. Sadly, these
management failures have led to intractable
water pollution, unsustainable coastal sprawl,
dramatic loss of coastal and marine habitat,
and threatened populations of marine life.
The Ocean Reports call for nothing short of
a revolution in our thinking about protecting
our oceans, beaches and waves -an ocean
revolution. The theme of this series - Ocean
Revolution - is inspired by J. Wallace Nichol’s
Ocean Revolution campaign that is dedicated
to inspire a youthful movement toward ocean
protection. Thanks to ocean revolutionary
Christian Scheider for inspiring the use of
Gil Scott Heron’s lyrics. Then visit www.
oceanrevolution.org to learn more.

“Water, water
everywhere – nor
any drop to drink”
- The Rime of the
Ancient Mariner
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