
History

Infrastructure Investments

Recharge Operations
The Orange County Water District (OCWD; the District) is responsible for managing the 358-square-mile groundwater basin 
that underlies north and central Orange County and provides approximately 75 percent of the drinking water for 2.5 million 
residents. OCWD operates and maintains one of the world’s most advanced-managed aquifer recharge systems to replace 
the water that is pumped from the basin by local water agencies, cities and other groundwater users.

Starting in 1936, OCWD began purchasing portions of the Santa Ana River 
Channel. Today, it owns a six-mile section of it from Imperial Highway to Ball 
Road in Anaheim. Over the years, it has further expanded its recharge 
system, which now includes more than two dozen separate facilities that 
cover more than 1,000 acres. A number of these facilities are recharge 
basins that range in depth from 5 to 150 feet. 

The location of the recharge system, the cities of Anaheim and Orange, is 
determined by the geology of the land. The naturally course-grained soils in 
these cities are conducive to surface water percolation and aquifer 
recharge operations.

Along with purchasing land, OCWD’s infrastructure investments maximize the recharge capacity of its facilities. Key 
improvements have included the installation of two inflatable rubber dams on the Santa Ana River.

The dams allow for water to be diverted from the active river channel into the District’s complex system of channels and 
pipelines that distribute water into the various groundwater recharge facilities. 

The cost to purchase the first dam, constructed in 1992, was recovered within its 
first year of operation. The increased amount of stormwater captured offset this 
cost.

Other improvements include multiple pumping stations, miles of pipelines, 
numerous valves, flow meters, water level sensors, and a sophisticated 
computerized control system that allows the system to be monitored and 
controlled remotely.
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Groundwater Replenishment System Water
In 2008, the District significantly enhanced its recharge system with the 
completion of the Groundwater Replenishment System (GWRS). The GWRS 
takes highly-treated wastewater and purifies it using a three-step advanced 
purification process consisting of microfiltration, reverse osmosis and 
ultraviolet light with hydrogen peroxide. The process produces high-quality 
water that exceeds all state and federal drinking water standards. Nearly half 
of the GWRS product water is conveyed through a 13-mile-long pipeline into 
Kraemer, Miller, Miraloma, and La Palma Recharge Basins in Anaheim. 

GWRS water is used year-round to recharge the groundwater basin. Over 
time, the placement of this ultra-pure water will significantly increase the quality of groundwater in the basin. 

This new source is increasingly important in today’s water climate, where sources of imported water that have historically 
been relied upon for recharge (such as the Colorado River and the State Water Project) are becoming increasingly scarce 
and more costly.

Increasing Recharge Capacity
Recharge basins are extremely important in the management of groundwater supplies and OCWD realizes the need for 
constructing additional basins to maintain a reliable and adequate water supply. In 2016, it constructed and began operation 
of its newest basin, La Palma in Anaheim, which is devoted solely to recharging water from the Groundwater Replenishment 
System. Favorable geology and ultra-pure water from the GWRS have resulted in the District’s highest percolation rates 
measured so far. OCWD will continue to expand and develop its recharge system to address future water challenges and to 
support its mission. 

Environment
OCWD’s natural resource programs include operating natural treatment wetlands, replacing invasive plants with native 
species and managing habitat for endangered and threatened bird and fish species. OCWD cooperates with environmental 
organizations to preserve the natural habitat of these species. District land is also home to more than 1,100 acres of
open space for public recreational uses such as parks, trails and fishing lakes. 

Annual Production
On average, OCWD’s recharge system puts 230,000 acre-feet per year of water into the groundwater basin. Sources of water 
percolated by the recharge system include Santa Ana River base flow, storm flow, local surface water runoff, imported water, 
and GWRS water. OCWD’s recharge system is able to supply approximately 75 percent of the water needs of north and 
central Orange County, which is approximately 450,000 acre-feet per year
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