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The California Water Data Consortium (Consortium) was founded in 2019 to support 
state agency implementation of the Open and Transparent Water Data Act. The California 
Secretary of Natural Resources, Wade Crowfoot, and the California Secretary for 
Environmental Protection, Jared Blumenfeld, jointly supported formation of the Consortium 
and committed, “to close coordination between state agencies and the activities of the 
Consortium.”1
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This document was developed in collaboration with the California Water Data 
Consortium’s Board of Directors, Steering Committee, and Working Group Co-Chairs. 
Additional feedback was generously provided by external advisors. Consortium staff 
would like to thank everyone who contributed to this document for sharing their time, 
expertise, and experience to shape this document and develop the vision for the 
Consortium for the next three years. In addition to guiding our work at present it lays 
the foundation to ensure a resilient and equitable water future for everyone living and 
working in California.
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Background and Document 
Purpose

This document provides a strategic framework for the California Water Data 
Consortium (Consortium), a 501(c)(3) non-profit corporation, for a three-year period 
from January 2022 to January 2025, including work that is already underway. It builds 
on and incorporates recommendations from foundational reports that informed the 
Consortium’s governance structure, funding, core values, and recommendations for 
activities, including the Sustainable Governance and Funding for Open Water Data 
in California report2 and Water Data Advisory Council Recommendations,3 as well as 
State documents, including the Strategic Plan for Assembly Bill 17554 and Protocols 
for Assembly Bill 1755.5 

In 2016 the California Legislature passed the Open and Transparent Water Data 
Act (Dodd, AB 1755). The Open and Transparent Water Data Act (Act) requires the 
California Department of Water Resources, the State Water Resources Control Board, 
the California Department of Fish and Wildlife, and the California Water Quality 
Monitoring Council to make water and ecosystems data available for widespread use. 
The California Water Data Consortium was founded in 2019 to support state agency 
implementation of the Act.

1. See: https://water.ca.gov/-/media/DWR-Website/Web-Pages/Programs/All-Programs/AB-1755/
Letter_from_CNRA_and_CalEPA_Secretaries_related_to_the_Water_Data_Consortium_a_y19.pdf

2. See: https://www.redstonestrategy.com/publications/ca-open-water-data/
3. See: https://water.ca.gov/-/media/DWR-Website/Web-Pages/Programs/All-Programs/AB-1755/

Water_Data_Advisory_Council_Recommendations.pdf
4. See: https://water.ca.gov/-/media/DWR-Website/Web-Pages/Programs/All-Programs/AB-1755/

Strategic_Plan_for_AB1755_a_y19.pdf
5. See: https://water.ca.gov/-/media/DWR-Website/Web-Pages/Programs/All-Programs/AB-1755/

Protocols_for_AB1755_a_y19.pdf
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Introduction

Water is critical to a vibrant and 
prosperous California. Information and 
data about water and ecosystems enables 
communities to plan for and meet the 
growing demands being placed on water 
resources by climate change, population 
growth, and other factors. Water data also 
helps state and local agencies identify 
areas and populations most vulnerable 
to drought, flooding, changing water 
quality, and other impacts. To successfully 
manage California’s water resources in the 
face of unprecedented change, everyone – 
from the public to Tribes, and local, state, 
and federal representatives – needs to 
have shared access to reliable, timely, and 
credible water and ecosystem data. 

Passage of the Open and Transparent Water Data Act continues to provide a 
significant opportunity to improve California’s water data infrastructure and the 
overall management of the state’s water resources.6 The Newsom Administration’s 
Water Resilience Portfolio7 recognizes the role of data in water management 
and recommends a variety of actions to support open water data in California. 
Transitioning to an open and transparent water data future requires intrepid leadership 
from the State, Tribes, nongovernmental organizations, academia, community-based 

6. See: https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=201520160AB1755
7. See: https://waterresilience.ca.gov/

Ph
ot

o:
 K

el
ly

 M
. G

ro
w

Data Consortium
California Water

5

https://waterresilience.ca.gov/
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=201520160AB1755
https://waterresilience.ca.gov/


organizations, and many others. It also requires an ongoing commitment to engage in 
efforts to improve and challenge the status quo. 

The California Water Data Consortium was created in partnership with the State8 
for this purpose. The Consortium provides space for state and non-state partners 
to collaboratively transform California’s data infrastructure by meeting water users’ 
data needs, aligning data reporting requirements, and driving innovative solutions to 
California’s most critical water challenges.

Why Open Water Data?

Currently, our federal, state, and local water managers, as well as our communities 
and nongovernmental organizations rely on water data and information from a variety 
of sources that are difficult and time-consuming to access.9,10  These data are often 
subject to errors and reported in inconsistent formats that limit their functionality.11 
Finally, data necessary for critical water management decisions are not available 
in the timeframes required to support timely management decisions, particularly 
during periods of water scarcity or excess when critical, time-sensitive decisions are 
necessary. These data challenges create inefficiencies and inequities, hinder proactive 
water management, and leave ecosystems vulnerable to further degradation.

These water data challenges are not unique to California. The information needed 
to answer national or regional water management questions are often collected 
by multiple agencies across different scales of government and nongovernmental 
organizations for a variety of different purposes. While many of these data are 
public, they are scattered across multiple platforms, with different data standards 

8. See: https://www.arcgis.com/apps/MapJournal/index.
html?appid=50323246e8d148a0a504038a0d40fb7f

9. See: https://stacks.stanford.edu/file/druid:cb612zf3515/Evaluating%20the%20Use%20of%20
Water%20Data%20Platforms_Summary%20Report.pdf

10. See: https://www.law.berkeley.edu/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/DataForWaterDecisionMaking.pdf
11. For examples, see: https://waterinthewest.stanford.edu/sites/default/files/GW-DataSurveyReport.

pdf and https://www.waterboards.ca.gov/board_info/agendas/2021/feb/warder_projectrpt_
v2_508drft_210205.pdf
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and formats. Data accessibility and standardization issues make it difficult and 
time consuming to transform these data into information that can be used to 
inform decision-making, identify trends or patterns, or forecast future conditions at 
larger scales.12 Several initiatives are working to address these challenges at the 
federal- and regional-level, including the U.S. Department of the Interior’s Open Water 
Data Initiative;13  the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation’s Reclamation Information Sharing 
Environment;14 the Internet of Water program,15 and the Water Data Exchange.16 While 
California was the first state to pass statewide open water data legislation, several 
other states in the U.S. have open water data, including Texas,17 Utah,18 Arizona,19 and 
New Mexico.20 

Publicly available water data builds trust between individuals and agencies involved 
in making water management decisions, expands and aligns understanding, allows 
comparison between different management options, contributes to more equitable 
water outcomes, and facilitates collaborative learning to inform future decisions. The 
proliferation of federal, state, regional, and local open data efforts all highlight how 
critical access to accurate, timely, and open water data is to ensuring safe and reliable 
drinking water as well as water sufficient to support diverse ecosystems and water-
dependent industries in California and beyond.

The California Water Data Consortium is taking the bold actions necessary to ensure 
that communities and agencies have the information necessary to make timely water 
management decisions especially in times of water scarcity and excess. 

12. See: https://www.aspeninstitute.org/publications/internet-of-water/
13. See: https://www.doi.gov/water/owdi.cr.drought/en
14. See: https://data.usbr.gov/
15. See: https://internetofwater.org/
16. See: https://westernstateswater.org/wade/
17. See: https://waterdatafortexas.org/reservoirs/statewide
18. See: https://dwre-utahdnr.opendata.arcgis.com/
19. See: https://gisdata2016-11-18t150447874z-azwater.opendata.arcgis.com/
20. See: https://newmexicowaterdata.org/
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Vision, Mission, Goals, and Guiding 
Principles

Vision

A resilient and equitable water future where open 
and accessible data inform all water management 
decisions in California.

Mission

The Consortium empowers cross-sector 
collaboration, partnership with the state, and 
innovation to ensure that state and local agencies, 
Tribes, nongovernmental organizations, researchers, 
and the public can readily access and use high-
quality data necessary to sustainably manage water 
for the benefit of all Californians.

Goals

The Consortium supports implementation of the 
Open and Transparent Water Data Act by serving as 
a credible, trusted leader and convener in open water 
data access and use in California. To achieve this 
outcome, the California Water Data Consortium will 
prioritize the following four goals over the next three 
years:
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1. Advance collaborative solutions to California’s most critical water data 
challenges, including piloting projects to demonstrate the value of high-quality, 
interoperable data for improved water management outcomes and developing 
data governance infrastructure to address priority water data challenges.

2. Cement the Consortium as the inclusive, trusted convener in California’s water 
data space by building relationships and engaging a diversity of individuals, 
organizations, and interested parties, emphasizing underrepresented voices, in 
our governance structure, projects, and activities.

3. Lead the California water data community in developing and propagating a 
broader data culture that values information, data science skills, and data-driven 
decision making by communicating the value of open water data in California.

4. Continue building the Consortium’s organizational capacity, structures, and 
governance, including ensuring the Consortium and the water data community 
writ large is adequately funded to achieve our collective water data goals.

Milestones, deliverables, and timelines associated with these goals can be found 
in Appendix A. To ensure the Consortium’s long-term success, it is critical that the 
organization develop a stable, sustainable funding model. A staffing and revenue 
model is being currently being developed and will be released in early 2022 to meet 
this need.

Guiding Principles

As an organization, the Consortium commits to the following guiding principles:
 
Bold. True change comes from bold action and a willingness to tackle California’s 
most complicated and enduring water data challenges. 

Urgent. Access to reliable, timely, and credible water and ecosystem data is urgently 
needed to effectively manage water in the face of unprecedented change.

Outcome-oriented. A resilient and equitable water future for California requires an 
ongoing and uncompromising commitment to improving outcomes.
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Collaborative. Only through collaboration imbued with trust, mutual respect, and 
earnest sustained engagement will the needed change be achieved.

Inclusive. The intentional inclusion and incorporation of a diversity of voices into 
decision-making strengthens outcomes for all.
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The Consortium’s Governance

To harness the tremendous 
potential of California’s 
water data, the Open and 
Transparent Water Data 
Act requires the California 
Department of Water 
Resources, the State Water 
Resources Control Board, the 
California Department of Fish 
and Wildlife, and the California 
Water Quality Monitoring 
Council to make water and 
ecosystem data available on 
open data platforms. These 
agencies, in partnership with 
four additional state agencies, 
have formed the Partner Agency Team, who collectively implement the legislative 
goals of the Open and Transparent Water Data Act.

The Consortium’s unique governance structure provides a venue for ongoing 
partnership (Figure 1). It enables broad participation across a range of groups and 
sectors, a continuous discourse on the needs of water data users, and a shared 
venue for collaborative projects. The Consortium also delivers on high value projects 
prioritized by its Board, Steering Committee, and Working Group Co-Chairs.21

21. See: https://cawaterdata.org/our-team/
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The public-private partnership that makes the Consortium unique is reflected in the 
Consortium’s governance structure, which includes a 9-member Board of Directors 
representing a diversity of water and data interests and sectors; an 11-member 
Steering Committee with 6 state agency representatives and 5 non-state agency 
partners; and 4 Working Group Co-Chairs (including 2 state agency and 2 non-state 
agency partners). Table 1 provide an overview of the roles and responsibilities for 
these groups.

Figure 1. The California Water Data Consortium provides an ongoing venue for 
collaboration and decisions on water data governance among the Partner Agency 
Team and non-state partners. DWR is Department of Water Resources; SWRCB is 
State Water Resources Control Board; CWQMC is California Water Quality Monitoring 
Council; GovOps is Government Operations Agency; OPR is the Governor’s Office 
of Planning and Research; CNRA is California Natural Resources Agency; DSC is 
the Delta Stewardship Council; and DFW is Department of Fish and Wildlife; NGO is 
nongovernmental organizations; and CBO is community-based organizations.
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This governance structure which facilitates ongoing partnership between state agency 
representatives and non-state partners, in addition to the Consortium’s commitment 
to ongoing engagement across a range of interests and sectors differentiates it 
from other organizations working in the water data space, like the California Data 
Collaborative, the Internet of Water, and the Water Data Exchange Program. While the 
Consortium partners with these organizations and many others to advance its goals, it 
is uniquely poised to co-develop durable solutions to California’s most pressing water 
management challenges and facilitate a transition to a water data culture that values 
information, transparency, and data-driven decision-making. 

The Consortium’s goals and associated workplan can be found above and in Appendix 
A, respectively. The Consortium’s projects and venues for engagement are described 
below.

Table 1. An overview of the Consortium’s governance structure, roles and responsibilities, and 
the Consortium’s relationship with the state’s Partner Agency Team.

Consortium Entity Responsibilities

Board of Directors Provides organizational oversight, including strategy, 
finance, and personnel. 

Steering Committee Steers the Consortium’s programmatic work and links 
to the Open and Transparent Water Data Act’s Partner 
Agency Team.

Working Group Co-Chairs Develops and recommends project needs and functional 
and technical requirements and oversees project working 
groups.

Staff Support the Board of Directors, Steering Committee, and 
Working Group Co-Chairs to advance the Consortium’s 
goals, projects, and venues for engagement. 
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Consortium Projects

The Consortium advances innovative projects that demonstrate the value of open 
and transparent water data, thereby accelerating adoption of new technologies and 
methods for improved data access and quality, resulting in better water decisions 
and outcomes. The Consortium is currently advancing four projects outlined below. 
Additional projects that align with the Consortium’s mission will be added based on 
the follow criteria.22

Water Accounting Platform and Data Reporting Project. In partnership with the 
Department of Water Resources, State Water Resources Control Board, and 
Environmental Defense Fund, the Consortium is advancing an open-source water 
accounting platform that integrates data from different sources to support sustainable 
groundwater management. This project also co-develops data reporting format 
recommendations to support groundwater data integration.

22. See: https://cawaterdata.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/2021.04.21-Criteria-for-Project-
Prioritization.pdf
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LiDAR Project. In partnership with the United States Geological Survey, the 
Department of Conservation, Government Operations Agency, and several local 
agencies, the Consortium is facilitating conversations with the private sector, 
nongovernmental organizations, and state and federal agencies to collaborate on 
LiDAR data collection. Coordinated LiDAR data collection can facilitate data sharing, 
reduce project costs, and ensure interoperability across datasets.

Water Use Reporting in the Delta. The Delta Measurement Experimentation 
Consortium, in partnership with the California Water Data Consortium, OpenET, Habitat 
Seven, and the State Water Resources Control Board, are developing a software 
system that integrates water rights information with crop evapotranspiration to 
estimate crop water use, the largest use of water in the Delta. The software bridge 
will comply with a Delta Alternative Compliance Plan and result in more accurate and 
timely reporting of water use in the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta. 

Urban Water Reporting Project. In partnership with the Department of Water 
Resources, State Water Resources Control Board, and several urban water reporting 
agencies, the Consortium is identifying opportunities to align current water supply and 
use data reported by local and wholesale water agencies to reduce reporting burdens, 
and expand access to timely, interoperable data necessary for managing water 
resources in California. 

These projects build on multiple efforts: 1) findings from a Consortium workshop held 
in the fall of 2019; 2) projects carried out by state agencies in partnership with the 
Internet of Water project;23 3) Water Data Challenges hosted by the State and the West 
Big Data Innovation Hub;24  and 4) annual data summits hosted by the California Data 
Collaborative.25 

All Consortium projects are supported by volunteer-driven working groups that provide 
guidance, feedback, and expertise to support project design, implementation, and 
outcomes.

23. See: https://internetofwater.org/
24. See: https://waterchallenge.data.ca.gov/
25. See: http://californiadatacollaborative.org/
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The Consortium is committed to 
maintaining an active and engaged water 
data community. In addition to ongoing 
Consortium Steering Committee and project 
meetings, the venues described below 
provide space for Consortium members and 
the public to learn from one another, build 
relationships, and foster the development of 
new and innovative ideas to advance open 
water data in California.

Data for Lunch. An online presentation 
and discussion forum for researchers, 
organizations, and others to learn and share about new and emerging water-related 
datasets or technologies that are changing water management in California and 
beyond.

Equity Workgroup. A Consortium workgroup for state and non-state partners to 
advance racial equity, inclusion, and justice in Consortium projects and water data 
projects writ large.

Public Workshops. The Consortium hosts online public workshops each year to 
provide updates on the Consortium’s work and solicit feedback on next steps.

Community Engagement
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Adrian Covert, Board Secretary, Bay Area Council 

Joone Lopez, Board Treasurer, Moulton Niguel Water District
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