From and editorial in SF Chronicel 10-10-09
Summary of some of the historical water issues:

What To Look for in a State Water Deal
The Governor and legislative leaders have been conducting closed-door negotiations on a major water deal for weeks. I thought I'd offer a layperson's road map to help analyze a deal whenever it comes together and is made public:
The Delta. Issue - The Delta is at the heart of California water policy. Almost two-thirds of Californians get their water after it passes through the Sacramento-San Joaquin River Delta. If no improvements are made in the Delta, it will be a vast inland saltwater sea by the end of this century. A strong earthquake in the Delta will collapse levees, flood Delta islands, and cut off water to the central valley and southern California for a number of years. Current water exports have crashed fish populations and risk significant salt-water intrusion into the Delta. Levee-protected "islands" in the Delta have been farmed in a way that land elevation levels have sunk by twenty or thirty feet. Repairing the Jones Tract levee cost more to repair than the value of the farmland that it protected. There is not a focused governance structure for Delta issues, with responsibility falling to many overlapping jurisdictions. A federal judge has lowered the amount of water that can be exported from the Delta.
What to Look for - What are the provisions to deal with improvements to the Delta to protect against these eventualities? Are they small, short-term improvements or do they deal with these long-term issues? Are they aimed at just protecting water exports, or are they also aimed at the environmental side? Will there be a new governance structure? Are there any prohibitions against increasing water exports from the Delta over current levels?
The Peripheral Canal. Issue - The mother of all controversial water issues, should a canal be built around the Delta to take water from the Sacramento River at the north end of the Delta to the aqueduct at the southern end? The Sacramento River, flowing into the Delta from the north, has the highest quality water flowing into the Delta - but the pumps into the California Aqueduct are located at the southern end of the Delta. Existing river flows keep saltwater in the San Francisco Bay from pushing up into the Delta. Existing pumps draw fish to their death in screens. Voters soundly rejected a statewide ballot measure on a canal almost thirty years ago. The Schwarzenegger Administration contends that state government has the authority to build a canal without voter or legislative approval.
What to look for - Will a proposed canal be left completely out of a deal, inferring that it can be built without further approval? Or will a canal proposal be submitted to voters again? If it is addressed in the deal, how is the authority to build a canal spelled out? How would the canal be sized in terms of the capacity to move water through the Delta? Who pays for such a canal, all taxpayers or those who use the water that would pass through it? If a canal is proposed, how will the Delta be protected against salt water intrusion?
Dams. Issue - The Oroville Dam is the only dam ever been built by state government, paid for 3% by state taxpayers and 97% by water users. There are significant issues about downstream river health wherever a dam is built on a river. To Republicans and Central Valley residents, dams are viewed as vital to any water deal, significant because of the two-thirds legislative requirement to place a bond on the ballot. The Governor has proposed three new dams - to be paid for at least 50% by all state taxpayers, with at least one on a river. Many argue that we are in a water crisis, but dam construction would be such a long process that the first would not likely be online for many years.
What to look for - What does the deal include for dams? Who pays for the dams if they are included, all state taxpayers, or those who benefit from the dams? If they are sited on a river, what are the provisions for keeping the river healthy below the dam? How quickly could they be built?
Water Conservation. Issue - Water conservation is the only water source common to each California water district. Los Angeles has grown by about a million people in the last quarter century on the same amount of water, primarily due to conservation. It is cheaper than most other water sources, but requires a reliable water supply. Serious conservation in one area doesn't necessarily help another. Agriculture is the largest water user in the state, but has resisted state conservation laws. There has been talk about putting a 20% reduction in water use by 2020 into the package.
What To Look For - Is further conservation a part of any package? Is the responsibility to conserve put just on the urban users - or does the agriculture industry also have a role in conservation? Is any goal to reduce enforceable with incentives, or is it just a goal?
Who Pays the Tab? Issue - Since its inception in the Governor Pat Brown years, the California Water Project has been paid for 4% by state taxpayers and 96% by the people who directly benefit from the project. The Governor's initial proposals for dams would have all taxpayers of the state pay at least 50% of the cost of the dams. All taxpayers, not just those who benefit, repay bonds. The issue of building dams to protect fish population has caused some water leaders to argue that all taxpayers should pay for them, not just the people who use water from those dams.
What To Look For - Do the people who benefit pay the tab? Or do all state taxpayers subsidize a subset of state residents through a water deal?
Is the Benefit from a Bond Spread All Over the State? Issue - The State Water Project does not serve many state residents - whether the residents of my former legislative district in Santa Cruz or Monterey counties; the north coast counties of Sonoma, Mendocino, or Humboldt; or large districts such as East Bay MUD or San Francisco that provide their own links to Sierra sources. Past bonds have included an integrated watershed management program as a way to get money to all parts of the state to meet water needs, not just those served by the State Water Project.
What To Look For - Is there distribution of a bond that gives state resources on some equal footing to all residents of the state? Or does the bond money paid for by all taxpayers just go to a lesser subset of beneficiaries?
Obviously, there are other issues - groundwater storage, measuring groundwater use, water rights issues for certain districts, and improvement of distribution systems, among others. But in a short space I tried to list the bigger issues that might be addressed and what to look for to see if a deal is meaningful and fair. 
I'm as curious as anyone to see if they can come up with a good, comprehensive proposal that meets state needs and is fair to all of the taxpayers. If a deal emerges, I might write another column examining the proposal against the issues I have laid out here.
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