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Date of Hearing:  April 26, 2023 

ASSEMBLY COMMITTEE ON APPROPRIATIONS 

Chris Holden, Chair 

AB 30 (Ward) – As Introduced December 5, 2022 

Policy Committee: Water, Parks and Wildlife    Vote: 15 - 0 

      

      

Urgency:  No State Mandated Local Program:  No Reimbursable:  No 

SUMMARY: 

This bill reconfigures the existing Atmospheric Rivers: Research, Mitigation, and Climate 

Forecasting Program (Atmospheric Rivers Program) within the Department of Water Resources 

(DWR). 

Specifically, this bill, among other things: 

1) Renames the Atmospheric Rivers Program the “Atmospheric Rivers Research and Forecast 

Improvement Program: Enabling Climate Adaptation Through Forecast-Informed Reservoir 

Operations and Hazard Resiliency (AR/FIRO) Program” (Revised Program) within DWR. 

2) Requires DWR to research, develop, and implement new observations, prediction models, 

novel forecasting methods, and tailored decision support systems to improve predictions of 

atmospheric rivers and their impacts on water supply, flooding, post-wildfire debris flows, 

and environmental conditions. 

3) Requires DWR to take all actions within its existing authority to operate reservoirs in a 

manner that improves flood protection in the state and to re-operate flood control and water 

storage facilities to capture water generated by atmospheric rivers. 

4) States the goals of implementing FIRO are to increase water supply, hydropower availability, 

and water supply reliability. 

5) Authorizes DWR to use research generated by the Revised Program to refine climate 

projections of extreme weather and water events and changes in Sierra snow. 

FISCAL EFFECT: 

Costs of an unknown but potentially significant amount, potentially in the tens of millions of 

dollars, for DWR to fully implement this bill (General Fund). 

COMMENTS: 

1) Purpose. According to the author: 

Without efficient and reliable predictions of ARs, many communities 

cannot prepare for floods, resulting in wasted water from dam 

overflow, hindering hydroelectric power, less water for agriculture 
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use, and less water for rural residential communities that all too often 

go dry. ARs and their patterns can also help us to better understand 

climate change and the environmental implications too much or too 

little water can have on our state. 

2) Background. ARs are long narrow bands of atmospheric water vapor pushed along by strong 

winds. They transport large amounts of water vapor from the tropics to higher latitudes and 

strike coastlines globally. According to DWR, on average, each AR can transport as much 

water as 20 Mississippi Rivers. ARs and their intense precipitation can be both beneficial and 

hazardous, presenting a special challenge to California’s water managers and flood control 

planners. According to the Scripps Institute of Oceanography (Scripps Institute) and the 

National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), a small number of ARs supply, 

on average, between 40% to 50% of California’s precipitation and snowpack annually – and 

this trend is expected to intensify as the planet warms. Problems occur when AR events last 

for more than one day or several occur back to back, leading to hazards like flooding, 

mudslides, and ash flows in areas of recent wildfires. NOAA and Scripps Institute research 

has shown landfalling ARs are implicated in most of the extreme precipitation and flooding 

events in California. Nearly 80% of levee breaches in the Central Valley have been 

associated with AR events.  

 The state has been pummeled by 12 ARs this season, causing widespread flooding and 

landslides, killing dozens, forcing thousands of evacuations, leaving hundreds of thousands 

without power, causing levee breaches, downing thousands of trees, and prompting the 

Governor to expand a state of emergency to cover the majority of the state’s counties. 

FIRO is a reservoir operations strategy that allows reservoirs to be managed in “real time” so 

operators can keep water in the reservoir if the weather forecast shows no imminent 

precipitation in a reservoir’s watershed or, alternatively, release water from the reservoir to 

free up space for additional flow when the forecast indicates an AR is headed towards a 

reservoir’s watershed, thereby maintaining flood protection. DWR notes FIRO can also 

improve water supply reliability and increase hydropower generation in the state. DWR has 

participated in three FIRO pilot projects to date: (1) Russian River Basin (Lake Mendocino) 

(2) Santa Ana River Basin (Prado Dam), and (3) Yuba-Feather River Basins (New Bullards 

Bar and Oroville). According to the Water, Parks and Wildlife Committee analysis of this 

bill, the Lake Mendocino pilot has increased water stored in the reservoir by nearly 20% 

while maintaining flood protection. This additional water was particularly helpful in 2021 

when the Russian River basin experienced extreme drought conditions.  

The Legislature has approved funding to support DWR’s AR research, specifically $3 

million in the fiscal year (FY) 2016-17 budget, $9.25 million in FY 2019-20, $10 million in 

FY 2021-22, and $10 million ongoing in FY 2022-23. As previously noted, DWR has 

participated in three FIRO pilot projects to date. While the recent $10 million ongoing budget 

allocation will expand DWR’s ability to leverage significant federal funding and partner with 

federal, local, and academic entities on additional FIRO projects, implementing FIRO at all 

the state’s reservoirs may require additional resources. 

Writing in support of the bill, a number of water agencies state: 

With improved precipitation and snow-level forecasting, full 

implementation of FIRO could allow the conservation of an additional 
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500,000 acre-feet of water in some years throughout the state, 

significantly enhancing California’s water supply reliability while also 

mitigating flood risk. 

3) Prior Legislation. AB 2078 (Flora), of the 2021-22 Legislative Session, was substantially 

similar to this bill. AB 2078 was held on this committee’s suspense file. 

Analysis Prepared by: Nikita Koraddi / APPR. / (916) 319-2081


