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VICTORVILLE — State
Assemblyman Jay Obernolte,
R-Hesperia, urged Apple Valley
residents Wednesday to weigh
both sides of the town’s pro-
posed acquisition of the Apple
Valley Ranchos water system
and spoke about the long road
Big Bear residents are still trav-
eling toward lower water rates
more thantwo decades after the
city acquired its water system
through eminent domain.

Obernolte, aformer mayor of
Big Bear Lake, spoke candidly
after an address to Victor Valley
Chamber of Commerce mem-
bers at the organization’slatest
Valley Morning Insight meet -
ing, and he told the Daily Press
that he still believes Big Bear’s
acquisition was justified in the
long run. But while the reasons
are different in Apple Valley,
residents must “recognize the
pitfalls” that could come with
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Assemblyman discusses
benefits, pitfalls of water
system acquisition

Assemblyman Jay Olbernolte spoke about his legislative progress to the Victor Valley Chamber of Commerce
on Wednesday morning. He also spoke to the Daily Press about water acquisition efforts in his home city of Big
Bear Lake, as Apple Valley is going through a similar process. JAMES QUIGG, DAILY PRESS

acquisition, he said.

“We (in Big Bear Lake) ended
up paying about two-and-a-
half times what we thought
we were going to pay for the
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system,” Obernolte said. “As
aresult of that we had to issue
bonds to fund that (price) and
we have been repaying those
bonds for the last 25 years. In

2019 — finally — the last of
those bonds is going to roll off
and we're going to be able to
lower our rates to what they

SEE VIEW, A5
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should have been all along.”

Apple Valley Mayor Pro
Tem Barb Stanton recently
told the Daily Press she
believes water rates will
go down once the town
pays off a bond that would
be used for the purchase.
The town and Ranchos are
at odds over the proposed
acquisition of the system,
which Ranchos says is not
for sale. Apple Valley made
an offer to buy the system
for just over $50 million in
July, but Ranchos officials
were critical of the proposal.
The acquisition would likely
be settled with an eminent
domain case in court.

Stanton said Wednesday
the difference between Big
Bear and Apple Valley is a
matter of what exactly is
being acquired.

“I know in Big Bear —
when they went before the
judge — they were told they
hadtobuytheentire system,
whichincluded components
outside of Big Bear,” Stan-
ton said. “We don’t expect
that in Apple Valley. We're
talking about one system.
We are not interested in
Yermo and we're excluding
Yermo from any discussion
of acquisition.”

Ranchos completed its
purchase of Yermo’s water
system and the water rights
of Yermo Water Company
in August for $300,000 with
a commitment to spend
$750,000 inimprovements.

A Big Bear Lake council
member said the city has
sold one of its outside com-
ponents andisin the process
of selling another, according
to Stanton.

“He said rates will go
down after that,” Stanton
said.

And while Obernolte’s
comments on Big Bear’s
decades-long journey
toward lower water rates
provide at least one sober-
ing warning for Apple
Valley, he did say he
believes acquisition was
the right choice for Big
Bear.

“Qur reasons (were)
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because the water system
was in terrible shape and
was not being properly
maintained or updated,”
Obernolte said. “We have
an excellent water system
in Big Bear now. We were
able to fix the structural
problems that existed with
our system, and I think, in
retrospect, we're probably
glad that we did it even
thoughit’sbeen a verylong
road.”

The infrastructure of
Ranchos’ water system —
roughly 70 years old — isin
need of significant repairs
(as is Yermo’s system).
Chris Schilling, CEO of
Park Water Company,
which owns Ranchos, told
the Daily Press Wednes-
day that Ranchos has been
committed toincremen-
talrepairs since 2014.

“Ranchos has an ongoing
capital investment pro-
gram of system renewal
and replacement projects
to ensure reliable qual-
ity water service and fire
protection,” Schilling said
via email. “Ranchos looks
to maintain a pipeline
replacement rate of four to
six miles a year, plus other
system improvements
to increase efficiencies
and support population
growth.”

Ranchos’ water system
comprises over 465 miles
of main pipeline, over 20
wells and eight booster
stations, along with thou-
sands of system valves and
fire hydrants, according to
Schilling. Stanton said the
town is prepared to con-
tinue repairs if acquisition
is successful.

“Certainly there
are repairs that will be
needed,” Stanton said,
“and the town is fully
capable of maintaining the
system. Our customers
would not see a reduction
in any services.”

As to Obernolte’s com-
ments on the reality of the
ongoing water rates situ-
ation in Big Bear, Stanton
said she knows Apple
Valley could be in for along
journey.

“But at the end of the day
the town and its citizens
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will benefit,” Stanton said.

During his address to
the Chamber at the Hilton
Garden Inn’s Victorville
Conference Center, Ober-
nolte discussed Governor
Jerry Brown’s recent pas-
sage of five bills authored
by Obernolte, including
AB 271, which enables
childcare agencies to save
and store all paperwork
electronically.

After the address, Ober-
nolte also spoke to Brown’s
vetoing of SB167, abill co-
authored by Obernolte and
State Senator Ted Gaines,
R-Rocklin, that would have
imposed civil penalties on
the operation of unmanned
aircraft above forest fires
and criminal penalties for
doing so intentionally.

Drones became an issue
in firefighting efforts
during the Lake Fire near
Big Bear Lake and the
North Fire in the Cajon
Pass earlier this year. Ober-
nolte said drone activity
grounded aerial firefight -
ers for approximately 25
minutes as they battled the
North Fire.

Brown said in a veto
message that the drone
legislation, which
included two other bills,
created new crimes for
California’s criminal jus-
tice system, and he added
that the “multiplication”
and “particularization” of
criminal behavior would
increase the complexity of
that system.

“There were quite a
few bills this session that
imposed new crimes for
various things,” Obernolte
told the Daily Press, “and
so I think (SB 167) kind of
got swept into that same
category. I still support
the goals of the bill and 1
think we’ll probably try
again next session in doing
something to impose alittle
bit more restrictions on
what drone operators are
abletodo.”

— Matthew Cabe can
be reached at MCabe@
VVDailyPress.com

or at 760-951-6254.
Follow him on Twitter
@DP_MatthewCabe.
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