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Big Basin
Water Co.
struggles
after fire

SANTA CRUZ MOUNTAINS

Residents who live off Highway 236
corridor are some of the last in region
without access to clean tap water
By Hannah Hagemann
hhagemann@santacruzsentinel.com

On a brisk fall morning in
downtown Boulder Creek, residents dash in and
out of shops, as the sun lifts above the horizon.
The air is clear, but the impact of August’s CZU
Lightning Complex Fire lingers.
John Arrasjid ﬁlls two 5-gallon jugs from a water ﬁll-up station at the San Lorenzo Valley Water District. It’s become a semi-daily routine for
him and hundreds of others who lost their drinking water as a result of the wildﬁre.
“We’re on the edge of civilization, right by
the park area, and it feels like you’re not getting
all the information,” Arrasjid said. “We feel like
we’ve been kind of orphaned by the government.”
When wildﬁre rips through a community,
water infrastructure also becomes at risk. If
plastic pipes or tanks are melted, or even just
heat up, or loose pressure, drinking water can
become contaminated. In the case of Big Basin Water Co., the system lost water pressure
and much of its infrastructure was destroyed.
That triggered the State Water Resources Control Board and the Big Basin Water Co. to put
a Do Not Drink, Do Not Boil water advisory
into effect.
While the San Lorenzo Valley Water District
lifted its advisory last week, Arrasjid and other
residents who live off the Highway 236 corridor
are some of the last in the Santa Cruz Mountains
still without access to clean tap water nearly a
month after residents were allowed to return to
their homes.
The CZU ﬁre, ignited by lightning on Aug. 16,
burned more than 86,500 acres in Santa Cruz
and San Mateo counties. In Santa Cruz alone,
911 home were destroyed in the blaze. One Santa
Cruz County resident died.
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The Big Basin Water Co.,
which serves around 500
households, suffered extensive damage in the fire.
“It’s gone to the ground,”
said Jim Moore, the manager of Big Basin Water.
“We lost our surface filter
plants, all of our documentation, all of our computers.
Basically me, my grandson
and my boy are rebuilding
all of it ourselves.”
Benzene has been detected twice in Big Basin’s
drinking water at levels
that exceed the state water board’s maximum contaminant level of 1 part per
billion. The levels are established to protect people’s health over a period of
many years because chemicals such as benzene have
been linked to cancer and
other disorders.
Stefan Cajina, the North
Coastal section chief with
the state water board’s Division of Drinking Water, said
he’s not concerned about
current benzene levels causing any immediate health
impacts. “But still they indicate that there has been contamination in the system,”
Cajina said, “and that means
there needs to be a complete,
integrated effort to rehabilitate the system and to collect
enough samples so we can be
sure it’s not going to be an
ongoing problem.”

Communication
breakdown
After they were evacuated in August, lifetime Boulder Creek resident Michelle Matthews,
her husband and 1-yearold son bounced around
from hotels and to family and friends’ homes for
two months. They’ve been
without clean drinking water not only for the last few
weeks, but also when they
were initially evacuated
and staying with her mom
in the San Lorenzo Valley.
“For people living here,
it’s just like another disaster,” Matthews said. “Your
house is here, so you feel
like you can move in. But
the struggle is real when
you can’t use the water and
you don’t get straight an-
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John Arrasjid, a Boulder Creek resident who still doesn’t
have access to clean tap water, fills up jugs at a water
station in downtown Boulder Creek.
swers… Information is coming through the grapevine.”
Other Boulder Creek residents also told the Sentinel
it’s been challenging to get
basic facts on what’s happening with their tap water.
There’s been some posts on
Big Basin Water’s website,
but they’ve been sporadic.
Many updates have circulated through Nextdoor and
Facebook.
For its part, Big Basin
Water posted its Do Not
Drink, Do Not Boil water
notice online. It advises
residents to also limit hot
showers and baths, and to
wash clothing in cold water. Moore said because the
company kept paper records of its customers’ information — which were
lost in the fire — Big Basin Water was unable to directly notify residents of the
restrictions.
For some residents dealing with multiple disasters
at once, just getting a reliable internet connection
has been a challenge. When
Matthews came home nearly
three weeks ago, some of her
neighbors were unaware of
the advisory and continued
to use the tap water.
With a small child, she’s
taking every precaution she
can.
“I’ll be the guinea pig, but
I don’t want my baby to have
it (the water),” she said.
That means a new daily
routine for the family.
“We can’t heat the water,
so you have to use the bottled water to clean out his
baby bottles and to fill them
up — and then use the bottled water for him to bathe,”
Matthews said. “Even with

our garden, I was nervous.
Is benzene going to come
through my plants next
year?”

Long-term impact

According to Moore,
nearly 130 homes in the water company’s jurisdiction
were lost in the wildfire. It
destroyed the company’s office, and its surface water
treatment plant, which before the fire supplied the
bulk of drinking water to
customers. The water company also lost at least 6,000
feet of polyvinyl chloride water pipes, a sewage treatment
plant, and a water tank.
The surface water treatment plant filtered 150 gallons of water per minute,
Moore said. As a result, Big
Basin Water’s only up-andrunning water source is a
singular well.
Before the fire, groundwater wells were used only
if demand was high during
the summer.
“That is hugely significant,” Cajina said, “because they do have limited
groundwater sources.”
“We are concerned about
the long-term adequacy of
their water supply,” Cajina
said. “It’s never ideal for a
community water system
to rely on a single source
because what if something
happens to that one well.”
Big Basin Water also supplies water to two neighboring systems, Bracken Brae
and Forest Springs.
The state water board
continues to work with Big
Basin Water in an attempt
to lift the advisory in areas
where contamination is not
present, Cajina said. But the
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meant to slow the spread stituted them.

board has to gather extensive information on where
fire damage occurred, and
where the utility lost pressure. That means reviewing
water samples, maps and
other documents to get a
full picture of how the water company works — and
to determine if the water
customers are getting from
their taps is safe.
“To be honest, our level of
confidence is not very high
with what the system is
telling us,” Cajina said. “It’s
been really hard to put it all
together. And it has taken
an extraordinary amount of
staff time to even get to the
level of confidence we have
now.”

Multiple disasters
hit at once
Moore said he, his son
and grandson have been
working on repairs and taking water samples, in addition to doing administrative work.
“The biggest challenge is
my son and myself are out in
the field, and we basically are
out every day and every night
seven days a week,” Moore
said. “The first 25 days my
son was all alone up here because I had a surgery.”
Moore’s attention has also
been focused on the immediate risk of another fire popping up and damaging more
infrastructure. There’s been
six spot fires that have broken out in the Boulder Creek
area in the last few weeks,
he said.
But the biggest hold up,
Moore said, is finances. He
estimates that it will cost
about $1 million to rebuild
the plant.
“We don’t have any funding,” Moore said. “Financially we’re not making any
money, because we couldn’t
charge for water.”
Cajina said there are ways
the company can get financial assistance in its recovery
from the state government.
“These things can be dealt
with financially. Administratively, that’s another question,” Cajina said. “I think
even with those constraints,
there may be help out there.
But, you know, they have to
invite that help.”
Andrew Whelton, an associate professor and researcher in civil, environmental and ecologi-

cal engineering at Purdue
University, said: “The very
small water systems do not
have the manpower, the financial resources or technical expertise to lift themselves out of a disaster of
this scale. And with the
chemical contamination aspect of wildfires it just compounds the complexity.”
He worked as a technical
expert advising water authorities after California’s
Camp Fire devastated Butte
County. Whelton said he’s
concerned about Big Basin’s
lack of transparency.
Big Basin Water has
posted the lab results from
four separate water sampling events on its website, but the company had
collected water samples on
more than 20 occasions as
of Thursday, Cajina said.
“The customers have a
right to know what the damage is, where the contamination is, where it may be and
what was found, before any
changes in advisories or ‘do
not use’ orders are implemented,” Whelton said.
The water company, he
said, needs to increase the
number of drinking water
tests.
“Where did that sample
get taken? How long was
the stagnation time? Did
anyone go back and resample that location?” Whelton
asked. And even still, without testing each household’s
plumbing, water contamination can’t be ruled out,
according to Whelton.
With the extensive level
of damage Big Basin Water
sustained, residents and experts alike question if the
company can survive and
how viable the water supply will be in the long term.
“You can’t have a community without water,” Whelton said.
Boulder Creek resident
Arrasjid echoed Whelton,
saying he was concerned
about how much longer the
San Lorenzo Valley Water
District would keep its filling station open.
“We’ve just learned to
live with loss of water, loss
of power or loss of internet because it’s mountain
living,” Arrasjid said. “But
if they shut off this water,
then it would be a huge
problem, because where can
we get water that’s guaranteed tested to be clean?”
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