How San Francisco Water Services Keep the City
Running

Water in a City by the Bay

San Francisco sits on a peninsula surrounded by saltwater, yet the city's freshwater supply is
one of its most complex and carefully managed resources. The system that delivers clean
drinking water to homes, businesses, and fire hydrants is a feat of engineering, policy, and daily
maintenance. Most residents turn on the tap without a second thought, but the reality is that
every drop passes through a network of pipes, treatment plants, and reservoirs that span
hundreds of miles. Understanding how San Francisco water services work is not just
interesting trivia. It matters for anyone who lives here, owns property, or runs a business in the
city.

The water that arrives in San Francisco actually originates in the Sierra Nevada snowpack,
more than 150 miles away. The Hetch Hetchy system, built more than a century ago, channels
snowmelt through tunnels and aqueducts across the Central Valley and into the Bay Area. That
water is famously pure and requires minimal treatment compared to many other urban
supplies. But getting it to every faucet in the city involves a complicated balance of storage,
pressure management, and emergency planning. The people responsible for that balance work
for the same agency that also manages the city's power and sewer systems. That integration is
not common among American cities, and it gives San Francisco water services a distinct
character.

The Infrastructure That Delivers

The backbone of the system is the Hetch Hetchy water supply, named after the valley in
Yosemite National Park where the original dam was built. The water travels through a series of
tunnels and pipelines, crossing the San Joaquin Valley and the Diablo Range before reaching
reservoirs in the Bay Area. From there, it flows into treatment plants and then into the city's
distribution network. The pipes themselves vary in age and material. Some are modern ductile
iron, while others are older cast iron or even wood-stave pipes from the early 1900s. Replacing
those aging pipes is a constant, expensive process. The utility has a capital improvement
program that prioritizes the most vulnerable segments, but the scale of the work means that
some neighborhoods experience more disruptions than others.

Pressure management is another critical task. San Francisco is famously hilly, and water
pressure must be carefully regulated to prevent bursts while still providing adequate flow for
firefighting. The system uses a combination of storage tanks, pump stations, and pressure-
reducing valves to maintain stability. During a major earthquake, the risk of multiple pipe



breaks is high, and the utility has invested heavily in seismic upgrades. These include flexible
couplings at key junctions and backup generators for pump stations. The goal is to keep
enough pressure in the system to support firefighting after a seismic event, even if large
sections of the city lose water.

Conservation and the Reality of Drought

California's climate has always included dry periods, but the last two decades have made clear
that drought is not an exception. It is a recurring condition. San Francisco water services have

responded with a range of conservation programs that go beyond the usual calls to take
shorter showers. The utility offers free water-saving kits, rebates for high-efficiency toilets and
washing machines, and even direct installation of low-flow fixtures for qualifying households.
There is also a program that replaces lawns with drought-tolerant landscaping, which has
become popular in a city where outdoor water use is relatively low but still matters.

The most effective conservation measure, however, has been the pricing structure. San
Francisco uses a tiered rate system that charges more per gallon as usage increases. This
gives households a strong financial incentive to avoid wasteful practices. During severe
drought, the utility has also imposed mandatory restrictions, such as bans on watering lawns
during the day or hosing down sidewalks. These rules are enforced by field inspectors who
respond to complaints and conduct patrols. The combination of education, pricing, and
enforcement has kept per-capita water use in San Francisco lower than in many other
California cities, even as the population has grown.

But conservation alone cannot solve every supply problem. The Hetch Hetchy system is
vulnerable to climate change in several ways. Warmer winters mean less snowpack and earlier
runoff, which reduces the amount of water that can be stored in reservoirs. Extreme weather
events, such as atmospheric rivers, can overwhelm treatment plants and cause turbidity spikes
that require temporary shutdowns. The utility has been studying alternative sources, including
groundwater from the Westside Basin and recycled water for non-potable uses. Those projects
are expensive and politically complicated, but they reflect a realistic understanding that the old
system needs to adapt.

Emergency Preparedness: What Happens When the Tap Goes Dry

San Francisco sits on the San Andreas and Hayward faults, and a major earthquake is not a
matter of if but when. The water system is especially vulnerable because it crosses so many
fault lines. After the 1989 Loma Prieta earthquake, parts of the city lost water for days. That
experience drove a major investment in seismic resilience. The utility has installed earthquake
shutoff valves, reinforced storage tanks, and built a new emergency supply system that uses
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backup wells and portable generators. There is also a program to pre-position water in
emergency storage tanks located at fire stations and other critical sites.

For residents, the official recommendation is to store at least one gallon of water per person
per day for three days. But the utility's own emergency plans go much further. They assume
that after a large quake, the system could be down for weeks in some areas. That is why they
have developed a network of water distribution points where people can fill containers from
tanker trucks or portable tanks. The locations are chosen to be accessible even if roads are
blocked. The utility also conducts regular drills with the fire department and other city agencies
to practice setting up these distribution points quickly.

The human side of emergency preparedness is just as important as the hardware. The utility
runs a Community Emergency Response Team program that trains volunteers to help their
neighbors after a disaster. They also offer free workshops on how to shut off water at the main
valve, how to store water safely, and how to purify water if the tap becomes contaminated.
These programs are not heavily advertised, but they are well attended by people who take
disaster readiness seriously. For everyone else, the utility's website and social media channels
provide clear instructions during an actual emergency.

The Unseen Work: Sewer and Stormwater

Water services are not only about what comes out of the tap. They also include what goes
down the drain. San Francisco operates a combined sewer system, which means that
wastewater and stormwater flow through the same pipes. During heavy rain, the system can
become overwhelmed, and untreated sewage can be released into the Bay or the ocean. This is
a problem shared by many older cities, and San Francisco has invested billions of dollars in
projects to reduce these overflows. The main strategy is to increase storage capacity in the
system, either by building larger pipes or by creating underground basins that hold excess flow
until treatment plants can process it.

Another major initiative is the Sewer System Improvement Program, a multi-decade project
that is rebuilding the city's aging sewer infrastructure. The work involves replacing old brick
pipes, upgrading pump stations, and constructing new treatment facilities. It is disruptive, with
street closures and construction noise, but it is essential for preventing backups and
protecting water quality. The utility has also started to incorporate green infrastructure, such as
rain gardens and permeable pavement, which absorb stormwater before it enters the sewer
system. These projects are smaller and more localized, but they add up over time and help
reduce the burden on the combined system.

For businesses and homeowners, the condition of the sewer system matters directly. A
clogged lateral line can cause sewage to back up into a basement, which is both unpleasant



and expensive to clean. The utility offers a program that provides free inspections of private
sewer laterals and can help arrange repairs at reduced cost. They also have a grease
management program that works with restaurants to prevent cooking oil from solidifying in the
pipes. These are not glamorous services, but they keep the city habitable and prevent public
health problems.

Looking Ahead

The future of San Francisco water services will be shaped by climate change, population
growth, and the need to replace aging infrastructure. The utility has set ambitious goals for
reducing greenhouse gas emissions from its operations, including generating renewable
energy from biogas at treatment plants. They are also exploring water recycling on a larger
scale, with plans to treat wastewater to a standard that makes it safe for irrigation and
industrial uses. These projects face regulatory hurdles and public skepticism, but they are
necessary if the city wants to reduce its dependence on a single, distant water source.

For the average resident, the most immediate takeaway is that water is not free and not
infinite. The rates you pay reflect the real cost of maintaining a complex system that spans
mountains, valleys, and urban streets. Taking advantage of conservation programs, reporting
leaks, and preparing for emergencies are small actions that make a difference. The utility
cannot do it alone. The relationship between the people who provide San Francisco water
services and the people who use them is a partnership, and it works best when both sides
understand the challenges involved.



