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Big Bear Lake levels down 15 feet; $56 million project could
help
The Replenish Big Bear project would reuse cleaned wastewater to help refill the lake and store
water for drinking.

John Saunders owner of Captain John’s Fawn Harbor & Marina walks on his 1/4 mile long boat doc in Grout Bay which is partly dry on Big Bear
Lake. Record low water levels over the last 15 years have lowered the lake more than 15 feet in Fawnskin on Wednesday, September 15, 2021.
(Photo by Terry Pierson, The Press-Enterprise/SCNG)
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There are signs of drought all over in Big Bear Lake.
Grout Creek, one of the lake’s feeders, is dry. On a recent weekday, some boats and docks sit in fields around the shore instead of in water. The
top of the original dam built in 1884, usually under the surface, is starting to peak up above the waves.
According to the local wastewater agency, precipitation-fed Big Bear Lake has seen record low water levels in the past 15 years.
On Monday, Sept. 20, the lake’s level was measured at 15 feet, 10 inches below full, per the Big Bear Municipal Water District, another agency
that watches the levels.
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It’s all part of a cycle which usually lasts about a decade, said David Lawrence, general manager, Big Bear Area Regional Wastewater Agency.
The lake fills all the way up in wet winters,
winters, then the level goes down,
down, but with the current drought, there’s no telling when the lake will be
brimming again.
John Saunders, owner of Captain John’s Fawn Harbor Marina in Fawnskin, and a Big Bear resident since 1965, said he’s watched the lake level
go up and down though it has been “mostly down for the past 10 years. Since 2011 it’s been going down, down, down.”
But there’s still plenty of water, he added quickly.
“The lake is still 7 miles long, a mile wide,” Saunders said. “There’s plenty of room to go out there and run about, speedboat around, especially if
you’ve got a pontoon boat that doesn’t go very fast, it will still take you half a day to get around the lake.”
Lawrence pointed to data showing the area is in about year 20 of a 30-year drought. That’s why his agency is working on a wastewater
recycling program to put water in the lake and replenish the community’s aquifers for drinking water.
“It’s due in 2022,” he said of the precipitation needed to fill the lake. “We’re all waiting for it, but meanwhile we’re trying to implement a project
like this because we know the long-term drought effects on California.”
The project would reclaim water that runs from drains and toilets, clean it, and put it in the lake or into the groundwater basin.
“Right now the wells, because of the drought, of course, are going down,” said Saunders, a former member of the Big Bear Municipal Water
District board. “But there’s really no excuse for that because we’re pumping 12 to 15 million gallons of water a day out of here (in wastewater).”
Currently the wastewater gets pumped down the mountain to a Lucerne Valley farmer who grows alfalfa for livestock, Lawrence said.
“We feel like if we have an opportunity to reclaim about 2,000 acre feet a year, and we use about 3,000 on average here in Big Bear, we can
reclaim two-thirds of our yearly water from our wastewater facility,” Lawrence said.
The current estimate for capital investment for the recycled water project is $56 million, and so far the project has received about $7.8 million
in grants.
“As the drought in California continues to worsen, it is more important now than ever that projects like Replenish Big Bear receive the funding
they need to secure reliable water resources for our community and protect our natural resources,” said Rep. Jay Obernolte, R-Big Bear Lake, in
a July news release after $960,000 in federal funding had been secured for the project.
project.
Lawrence said it is the third time a project like this has been proposed since the 1970s, and it’s currently farther along than the other two got
before stalling.
He said they’re working on the permits now, and hope to finish construction by 2025.
If all goes well, the project could put 2 million gallons of water a day into the lake, though the lake loses about 16 million gallons each day to
evaporation.
While it won’t fill the lake instantly, if the lake is full when the project starts up, it will help keep the lake level up, Lawrence said. If not, the extra
water will increase the lake level over time.
Winter storms work faster, he added.
In 2004-05 one multi-day storm filled the lake 17 feet, Lawrence said. In a Feb. 14, 2019 storm the lake came up 8 feet in one day.
“My hope is that it’s going to rain,” said Saunders, who is in his late 70s. “I don’t have time to wait for the water treatment plant, so I just really
want it to rain.”
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Jennifer Iyer graduated cum laude from UC Riverside in 2000 with a bachelor’s in creative writing and started working at
The Press-Enterprise newspaper that year. After stints as night metro editor, assistant features editor, videographer,
community reporter and other roles, she transferred to sister paper the Redlands Daily Facts in March 2018. Jennifer has
covered wildfires, war games, courtrooms and blimp rides, been sprayed with fire retardant, and covered in bees (in a
protective suit). She has interviewed celebrities on the red carpet at the Palm Springs Film Festival and homeless people in the rain. A nature
enthusiast, Jennifer sold some of her nature photography prints to raise money for local nature centers and collaborated with her mother
on the book “Wildflowers and Important Native Plants of the Inland Empire” by the Riverside-Corona Resource Conservation District.
jiyer@scng.com
 Follow Jennifer Iyer @Jen_Iyer
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