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  SOUTH FORK IRRIGATION DISTRICT 

 

Makes certain non-residents eligible to serve on the South Fork Irrigation District Board of 

Directors. 

 

Background  

Irrigation districts.  California’s 90 or so irrigation districts function under a set of statutes 

known collectively as the Irrigation District Law, which prescribes their governance structure 

and authority.  Generally, they are governed by a five member board of directors, with each 

member representing a division within the district.  In most cases, registered voters are eligible to 

vote in district elections, but directors (also referred to as board members) must be voters, 

landowners, and residents in the division of the district they represent.  This landowner 

requirement reflects the historical role of irrigation districts in exclusively providing irrigation 

water to agricultural land.  As California's population has grown, however, more and more 

residential and commercial development is encroaching on agricultural land.  In response to this 

growth, many irrigation districts began providing retail water service or electricity services to 

residential customers within their jurisdictions in the absence of traditional suppliers in the area.  

This trend has prompted the Legislature to reevaluate district landowner and residency 

restrictions.  For example, the Legislature deleted the landowner qualification for board members 

of irrigation districts that provide electricity (SB 1939, Alarcón, 2000) and removed the 

landowner requirement for irrigation districts that provide 3,000 or more acre-feet of water to 

residential customers or have more than 3,000 customers (AB 159, Salinas, 2006).  However, the 

Legislature has also established special residency exemptions for directors of specific districts on 

a case-by-case basis, including, most recently, Tulelake Irrigation District (AB 1816, Dahle, 

2016).   

LAFCOs.  The Cortese-Knox-Hertzberg Local Government Reorganization Act (Act) delegates 

the Legislature's power to control the boundaries of cities and special districts to local agency 

formation commissions (LAFCOs).  The Act creates a LAFCO in each county to control the 

boundaries of cities, county service areas and most special districts.  The courts repeatedly refer 

to LAFCOs as the Legislature’s watchdog over boundary changes.  LAFCOs are responsible for 

reviewing and coordinating logical and timely changes in local governmental boundaries, 

conducting special studies that review ways to reorganize, simplify, and streamline governmental 

structures and preparing ‘sphere of influence’ documents that show future boundary and service 

areas for each city and special district within each county.  The Act establishes procedures for 

local government changes of organization, including city incorporations, disincorporations, 

annexations to a city or special district and city and special district consolidations.  LAFCOs are 
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in charge of approving, denying or conditionally modifying applications for boundary changes 

that are proposed by public agencies or individuals.  When special districts span more than one 

county, the LAFCO for the county in which the majority of the assessed value lies has exclusive 

jurisdiction over the boundaries of the special district.  In this case, Modoc LAFCO has 

jurisdiction over the boundaries of the South Fork Irrigation District (SFID).  

South Fork Irrigation District.  The South Fork Irrigation District was formed in 1933. It is 

located along the South Fork of the Pit River, the largest river in northeastern California, and 

extends about 10 miles north from the town of Likely in Modoc County.  The District covers 

nearly 13,000 acres and the land within it is designated for agricultural use.  The main crops 

grown in SFID are grass, alfalfa, wild rice, and grain.  The District has estimated that about 125 

people live within its boundaries.  

 

SFID’s governing body is a three member board of directors, each representing a division of the 

district and all of whom serve four-year terms.  According to Modoc LAFCO’s municipal 

service review of SFID in April 2014, there were only 13 water users, and 85% of SFID’s water 

shares were owned or managed by individual companies operating the District (57% Alturas 

Ranches, 16% Likely Land and Livestock Inc., and 12% McGarva Ranch).  This information 

suggests many of the property owners in SFID are corporate, rather than private, landowners.  

Modoc LAFCO also notes there was an estimated population of roughly 100 people living in the 

district’s boundaries at the time, making it difficult to find enough members to maintain a full 

board.   

 

Currently, SFID directors must meet all of the criteria required by irrigation districts, including 

being a resident and landowner in the division that they represent.  The author wants to increase 

the pool of candidates eligible to sit on the board by extending the residency area five miles in all 

directions within the District.   

Proposed Law 

Senate Bill 692 authorizes the SFID board of directors to adopt a resolution that authorizes a 

person to be a director if the person: 

 Is a registered voter in California,  

 Lives within the “residency area,” defined as land within the district or within five miles 

of any district boundary, and  

 Owns property within the division the person represents or is the property owner’s legal 

representative. 

SB 692 defines legal representative to mean the person authorized to act on behalf of a 

corporation that is allowed to own property in California.  It also requires the legal representative 

to present to the district a copy of their authority to represent the corporation prior to declaring 

candidacy or being appointed to the board. 

The bill also specifies that, upon written request by at least 25% of the registered voters in the 

district, all directors must meet the requirements in current law for directors of irrigation 

districts. 

State Revenue Impact 
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No estimate. 

Comments 

1.  Purpose of the bill.  According to the author, “Rural areas face many unique challenges.  One 

of those challenges is that irrigation districts in sparsely populated rural areas struggle to fill the 

board of directors seats. The South Fork Irrigation District (SFID), for example, can barely 

maintain a three-person board due to the small population of the District.  This bill, modeled 

after my 2016 bill, AB 1816, which addressed a similar problem for the Tulelake Irrigation 

District, would allow SFID to authorize a person to be a board member if they live within five 

miles of the district boundary.  This bill will ensure that the irrigation district can have a 

complete board of directors so it continues to operate efficiently.” 

 

2.  Modoc LAFCO.  While the responsibilities of Modoc LAFCO include the review and 

approval of boundary changes occurring in Modoc County, it has not identified a conflict with 

SB 692.  Modoc LAFCO states that the bill is not proposing to add any new land to the District 

or to increase the area in which irrigation work is done.  Rather, it seeks to extend the residency 

area to within five miles of the District’s boundaries in order to increase the number of 

individuals eligible to serve on the board.  In its review of SFID in 2014, Modoc LAFCO noted 

that the District should make every effort to keep three members on the board.  

3.  Why five miles?  According to the author, this bill is modeled after AB 1816 (Dahle, 2016), 

which allows landowners in the Tulelake Irrigation District (TID) who live within one mile of 

the District’s boundaries to sit on the board.  However, this bill expands the residency area of 

eligibility for the SFID board to encompass landowners residing within five miles of the 

District’s boundaries.  The Committee may wish to consider t the reasons for expanding SFID’s 

residency radius to five miles given the precedent set in AB 1816.  

4.  Same goal, different approaches.  Existing law allowing landowners to govern irrigation 

districts appears to be rooted in the historic notion that only landowners know how to operate 

districts that deliver irrigation water.  Instead of maintaining potentially outdated landowner 

qualifications, the Committee may wish to consider repealing the landowner requirement in SB 

692 and allowing any registered voter to serve as a board director.  Alternatively, the Committee 

could consider whether removing the divisions in the District might also help the District remedy 

its recruitment challenges.  Although these potential approaches differ from the one proposed in 

this bill, the goal of widening the pool of eligible directors would still be the same. 

5.  Prior Legislation.  In 1994, the Legislature enacted special legislation to provide non-resident 

exceptions for directors of four districts: Pixley Irrigation District and Hills Valley Irrigation 

District (AB 2335, Bustamante), and Stratford Irrigation District and Byron-Bethany Irrigation 

District (AB 3296, Campbell).  The non-resident exception for the directors of Tulelake 

Irrigation District was enacted in 2016 (AB 1816, Dahle). 

 

Support and Opposition (3/29/23) 

Support:  South Fork Irrigation District 

Opposition:  None submitted. 

-- END -- 


