CALIFORNIA WATER HISTORY

Mutual Water Companies in California: A Historical Overview

Mutual water companies are member-owned, nonprofit cooperatives that have supplied water to Californians for
over 140 years — predating nearly every public utility system in the state. They remain the only water provider for
more than 1.3 million residents today.
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Historical Timeline

Gold Rush—era settlers without public infrastructure organized landowner cooperatives,
pooling resources to build irrigation ditches and pipelines. Water rights were tied directly to

land deeds.
1880s
California's earliest formalized mutuals established: San Antonio Water Company (1882) in
western San Bernardino County; Rubio Cafion Land & Water Association (1886) in the
Pasadena foothills.
Early 1900s Developers used the mutual model statewide to make land marketable. One share per acre

became standard, binding water access to property title.

Rapid urbanization expanded municipal and investor-owned utilities. Many urban mutuals
Mid-1900s consolidated — but systems outside city reach persisted and continued operating

independently.
Safe Drinking Water Act compliance required. SWRCB oversight expanded. Non-profit
Late 1900s h .
corporate status clarified under the Corporations Code.
Today Subject to SWRCB, regional water quality rules, and required cooperation with LAFCO.

Serve rural, suburban, and disadvantaged communities beyond larger utility service areas.

Policy Relevance for Policy-Makers

Infrastructure Gaps Legal Complexity Current Vulnerabilities
Many mutual water companies Many systems are tied to Aging infrastructure, limited capital to meet
face the same pressing need 1880s—1920s water rights and | wrong-sized remedies intended for larger
for replacement of aging deed-linked shares. systems; volunteer boards, and Safe
infrastructure as both public Acquisition of water rights, Drinking Water Act compliance — without
agency and investor-owned transfer of easement rights longer compliance periods and approved
utility water systems. and compliance with securities | technologies for smaller water systems and
laws complicate potential financing options.
consolidations.




