


Company Profile 

Westpac Utilities 

Donner Lake is one of the reservoirs along the Truckee River system that provides water for Westpac 
Utilities' 52,000 customers in Reno and Sparks, Nev. 

Casino gambling primes the pump that 
drives the booming tourism-based economy 
of Reno and Sparks, Nev. However, Westpac 
Utilities leaves nothing to chance when it 
comes to providing quality water service to 

the 176,000 people who live in the two 
northern Nevada communities. 

Westpac is the water and natural gas 
division of Sierra Pacific Power Co., the 
electric company for most of the northern 
half of the dry, sparsely-populated Sage
brush State and parts of northeastern Cal
ifornia. The utility's water division serves 
more than 52,000 residential and commer
cial customers in the neighboring cities of 
Reno and Sparks, plus four wholesale cus
tomers in small communities north of 
Reno-Sparks. Only the Las Vegas Valley 
Water District to the south serves more 
Nevadans. 

Reno and Sparks are located in the 
Truckee Meadows just below the western 
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slope of the towering Sierra Nevada range. 
Spring and summer runoff from the Sierra 
snowpack feeds the Truckee River, the 
source of 85 percent of the water provided 
to Westpac's customers. The remaining 15 
percent is pumped from 17 wells in the 
Truckee Meadows. 

Daily water use in the Truckee Meadows 
ranges from 25 million gallons per day in 
the winter to more than 100 million gal
lons per day during the summer outdoor 
watering season. Westpac has a production 
capacity of 11 7 million gallons of water per 
day. During 1988, the utility delivered 20 
billion gallons of water to its customers. 
Peak-day demand during 1988 was 102 
million gallons. 

First Reno water company 
started in 1870 

Nevada and California farmers began 
diverting water for irrigation from the 

Truckee River in 1858. Water for domestic 
uses was first made available in Reno in 
1870 by George Hill, who built a wooden 
tank and a distribution system consisting 
of small wooden pipes. This system served 
Reno until 1880 and relied on Truckee 
River water taken from Orr Ditch, one of 
the 32 irrigation ditches constructed to 

divert water from the river to farms in the 
Truckee Meadows. 

A fire destroyed much of Reno in 1875, 
the same year work began on another ditch 
to divert water from the river. The fire 
made it painfully evident the community's 
existing water supply was inadequate and 
it accelerated work on the Highland 
Ditch, which was completed in 1880. In 
1888, the ditch was extended to a total 
length of 14 miles and Highland Reservoir 
No.1 was built in northwest Reno. Use of 
the ditch itself as a water source for Reno 
began in 1880 and continues today. 
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Small companies combined to form 
present utility • 

Westpac Utilities was preceded by 
numerous small water companies. 

The Reno Water, Land and Light Com
pany was formed in 1889 and acquired 
several irrigation, gas, electric and water 
companies, including the Reno Water 
Company and the Highland Ditch and 
Water Company. This company was the 
orig inal predecessor of Sierra Pacific 
Power since it was the first company to 
provide electric, gas and water service to 
residents of the Truckee Meadows. 

• 
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The Nevada Power, Water and Light 
Company acquired the Reno Water, Land 
and Light Company in 1902. Water serv
ice was. extended that same year to the 
town of Sparks, a railroad center to the east 
of Reno. Nevada Power, Water and Light 
was succeeded three years later by Reno 
Power, Light and Water Company. At the 
same time, the new company acquired the 
Hunter Creek Water Company. 

A series of baffles at the Hunter Creek treatment plant ensure adequate chlorine contact time. 

In 1922, the Reno Power, Light and 
Water Company was acquired by the 
Truckee River General Electric Company, 
the immediate predecessor of Sierra 
Pacific Power, which was fonned in 1928. 
Sierra's Westpac division was established 
in 1987, and plans call for the division to 
eventually become a freestanding subsidi
ary of Sierra Pacific Resources, the holding 
company for Sierra Pacific Power and two 
other Nevada companies, Lands of Sierra 

and Sierra Energy Company. Sierra Pacific 
Resources is a publicly held company and 
is listed on the New York Stock Exchange. 

Westpac has a total of 177 employees. 
Of those, 36 work in Water Production 
and 12 are in the Water Resource Depart
ment. Other employees in planning, en
gineering and operations work for both the 
gas and water departments. 

Phil Seges, who serves on the Board of 
Directors for the National Association of 
Water Companies, is the senior vice presi
dent for Westpac Utilities; Jack Byrom is 
the utility's vice president for engineering 
and operations. 

The Lake Tahoe Dam, which controls releases into the Truckee River, was completed in 7973 by the Truckee 
River General Electric Company. A maximum of 744,600 acre feet of water can be stored behind the dam. 

Four treatment plants serve 
Westpac customers 

Since 1870, when the first water com
pany was formed in the Truckee Meadows, 
Reno has grown from a small farming com
munity into a thriving city. The 24-hour 
gaming and entertainment mecca bills it
self as the Biggest Little City in the World. 

Westpac's distribution system still relies 
on the 101-year-old Highland Reservoir, 
along with three other treatment plants. 
Originally, Highland was a 15 million gal
lon storage reservoir. Chemical treatment 
and chlorination facilities were added to 
the facility in 1908; a mixing tank and 
sedimentation basin were added in 1939. 
Westpac currently treats up to 30 million 
gallons per day at Highland. The plant is 
usually operated only during the outdoor 
watering season from April to November. 
Ice accumulations seriously hinder opera
tion of the Highland Ditch during winter 
when the reservoir is used for emergency 
water storage. 

Use of Hunter Creek as a water supply 
for Reno began in 1905. Hunter Creek 
ditch was excavated in 1863 to divert 
water from the creek for irrigation. The 
Hunter Creek Reservoir was constructed 
in 1904; chemical treatment facilities and 
a sedimentation basin were added in 1939. 
In 1956, Sierra Pacific Power contracted 
to supplement creek flows with Truckee 
River water via the Steamboat Canal. The 
treatment plant is capable of treating up to 
15 million gallons of water per day. 

(continued next page) 
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Westpac continued 

The downtown Reno Idlewild supply 
system was developed as an emergency 
source of water in 1913. River water was 
taken from the fore bay of the old Reno 
hydroelectric power house and pumped to 
the Highland plant for treatment and dis
tribution. Chemical water treatment 
facilities were built at Idlewild in 1940. 
The facility is capable of treating 17 mil
lion gallons of water per day. 

Westpac's newest treatment plant was 
built in 1978 along the Truckee River in 
Sparks. The Glendale plant, which can treat 
up to 25 million gallons per day, is the utility's 
only filtration plant and it serves as the head
quarters for the water production depart
ment. This is where Westpac's water testing 
laboratory is located, along with equipment 
for monitoring the other treatment plants, 
wells, pump stations and storage tanks. 

A new 2 million gallon concrete clear 
well was built at Glendale in 1987 to help 
the plant operate more efficiently during 
peak demand periods. The clear well also 
has improved the plant's disinfection and 
filter backwash operations. 

Wells produce 25 to 30 
million gallons per day 

Sierra Pacific began developing ground
water supplies in the Truckee Meadows in 
1929 by drilling two wells in Reno. Well 
No. 1 was taken out of service in 1937 
because of a drop in its production capac
ity. Well No.2 ceased operation in 1952 

Phil Seges, senior vice president 

because of the excessively high tempera
ture of the water which was used up to that 
point only during periods of extreme cold 
weather. 

The utility began drilling wells again in 
1960 in order to keep up with the increased 
demands by customers. Westpac's newest 
well was placed in service in 1988. 

Groundwater is used during peak water 
demand periods and as supplemental water 
during off-peak periods when one or more 
of the treatment plants is down for repairs 
or maintenance, or when river turbidity 
hampers operation of the treatment plants. 
Maximum production capacity of the wells 
ranges between 25 and 30 million gallons 
per day. The company's 17 wells produced 
nearly 4 billion gallons of water during 
1988. 

The State of Nevada closely regulates 
groundwater pumping to prevent aquifer 
depletion. Westpac is permitted to pump 
no more than 12,616 acre feet of ground
water annually in the Truckee Meadows. 

Workmen install steel supports for Westpac's 3 million gallon storage tank in Sparks. The utility has 79 water 
storage tanks with a total capacity of 33 million gallons. 
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Jack Byrom, vice preSident, 
engineering and operations 

Leak detection program started in 1986 
Water is delivered to Westpac's custom

ers by approximately 730 miles of distribu
tion main, ranging in size from 4 inches to 
42 inches in diameter. The utility's last 
wooden transmission main-a 24-inch 
line constructed of redwood staves-was 
replaced by a cast iron main in the early 
1960s. Although the redwood was still in 
excellent condition, the steel bands 
around the staves were rusting away. 

Westpac implemented an extensive 
leak detection program in 1986 that will 
result in a survey of the entire distribution 
system every five years. More than 500 
miles of main have already been checked 
for leaks with sonic leak detection equip
ment. 

A water main and service replacement 
program has been in effect for many years. 
Since 1978, the utility has replaced more 
than 36,000 feet of aging main. 

Westpac's water distribution system is 
engineered to handle the broad range of 
elevations---4,400 ft. to 5,500 ft. of alti
tude-that characterize the Truckee 
Meadows. Because new homes and busi
nesses are expanding into the foothills at 
the outskirts of Reno-Sparks, additional 
booster pump stations and storage tanks 
are being constructed. 

The utility has 19 water storage tanks 
with a total capacity of 33 million gallons. 
A new three million gallon tank was added 
to the distribution system in 1988, and a 
new two million gallon tank went on line 
in 1989. 
River serves Westpac, 
farmers & recreationists 

The 110-mile-long Truckee River 
begins its journey to Reno-Sparks from an 
outlet along the north shore of crystal clear 
Lake Tahoe, the biggest alpine lake in 
North America. The 12-mile-wide, 22-
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• mile-long natural lake straddles the 
Nevada-California border, and holds 
enough water to cover the state of Nevada 
with two feet of water. 

The lake's outlet is regulated by a dam 
built in 1913 by the Truckee River General 
Electric Company. It can raise the natural 
level of the lake 6.1 feet, storing up to 
744,000 acre feet of water. The natural rim 
of the lake is 6,223 feet above sea level. 

Located along the Truckee River system 
are two more natural lakes and three re
servoirs that supply water for Westpac, 
farmers and recreationists. Westpac stores 
drought-year water reserves in the natural 
lakes, Donner and Independence. 

Donner Lake is a tributary to the 
Truckee River through Donner Creek. 
The top 12 feet of the lake holds 9,500 acre 
feet of water shared equally by Westpac 
and the Truckee-Carson Irrigation Dis
trict. Flows from the lake into the Truckee 
River are regulated by a dam in the outlet 
channel. 

Sierra Pacific Power purchased Inde
pendence Lake and surrounding lands in 
1937. Up to 17,500 acre feet of water can 
be stored in this mountain lake. During 
1988, the lake was drained so repairs could 
be made to the outlet gates originally built 
in 1939 to control the top 28 feet of the 
lake. 

To keep better track of lake levels and 

releases at Independence and Donner, West
pac installed telemetry equipment in 1988 
that relays data to a weather satellite. The 
satellite transmits lake levels and releases to 
the California Department of Water Re
sources in Sacramento, which is linked by 
computer to Westpac's Reno offices. 

Until 1905, the Truckee River termi
nated at Pyramid Lake, a huge desert lake 
34 miles northeast of Reno wholly within 
the boundaries of the Pyramid Lake Paiute 
Indian Reservation. However, before the 
river reaches Pyramid today, about half of 
the flow is diverted at the Derby Diversion 
Dam to farmland 60 miles east of Reno 
served by the Newlands Project, the first 
federal land reclamation project. Water 
diverted from the Truckee is stored in 
Lahontan Reservoir, along with water 
from the Carson River, for use by farmers 
in the Lahontan Valley. 

Water from the Truckee ends its journey 
from the mountains to the city, and finally 
the desert, at the Stillwater Wildlife Man
agement Area, a 164,000 acre wildlife ref
uge near Fallon, Nev. 

Because of its dependence on the Truckee, 
Westpac keeps a close eye on the Sierra 
Nevada snowpack. The technique employed 
by the U.S. Soil Conservation Service to 
measure the snowpack and forecast runoff 
was developed in 1906 by a University of 
Nevada professor, James Church. 

• Yard watering program 
encourages conservation 

Water demand fluctuates dramatically 
between winter and summer in Reno and 
Sparks. Outdoor watering lawns accounts 
for this big flucruation in water use. During 
the winter months when lawns and plants 
are dormant, Westpac's customers use be
tween 25 and 40 million gallons of water 
per day. Water use climbs to more than 100 
million gallons per day in the summer 
when landscaping is being irrigated. 
Nearly one-third of the water delivered to 
customers annually is used for landscape 
irrigation. 

Westpac introduced a new program in 
1987 to encourage water conservation and 
to reduce peak-day demand during the wa
tering season. The "Yard Fitness Plan" rec
ommends a twice-a-week yard watering 
schedule based on house address numbers. 
The program proved invaluable during 
1988 when Lake Tahoe, the principal source 
of water for the Truckee River, fell below its 
natural rim for the first time in 11 years, and 
when the river dropped to a flow rate of only 
60 cubic feet per second through downtown 
Reno. Customers reduced water use during 
the summer by 4,000 acre feet thanks to the 
voluntary program and mandatory watering 
restrictions imposed by the cities of Reno 
and Sparks. 

(continued next page) 

Sandy Cooper, associate water chemist, retrieves a water sample from the 
Hunter Creek treatment plant reservoir. 

Chemist Lou Rossi examines a water sample in the laboratory at Westpac's 
Glendale water treatment plant. 
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Shift Supervisor jim Cole records data from monitoring equipment in the Glendale control room. Telemetry 
equipment helps personnel monitor the utility's entire treatment and distribution system. 

Ban on water meters lifted in 1989 
A 70-year ban on residential water me

ters in Reno-Sparks was lifted by the 
Nevada State Legislature in June of 1989. 
Installation of meters for some 40,000 of 
Westpac's residential customers could 
begin in two years if enabling legislation is 
approved by Congress. 

Meters will bring an end to decades of 
courtroom battles involving the Truckee 
River, one of the most litigated stretches of 
water in the nation. Principal players in 
the dispute are Westpac, the federal 
government, the states ofN evada and Cal
ifornia, the Pyramid Lake Paiute Indian 
Tribe, and farmers served by the Truckee
Carson Irrigation District. 

At stake for Westpac is a drought-year 
water supply in Stampede Reservoir that 
could meet area needs for the next 39 
years. During negotiations initiated by 
U.S. Sen. Harry Reid of Nevada, the Tribe 
called for assurances Pyramid Lake would 
receive adequate water for spawning runs 
of the cui-ui fish native to the lake, an 
endangered species, and the Lahontan cut
throat trout, a threatened species. In re
turn for that guarantee, Westpac will re
ceive reservoir storage rights. 

A condition of the agreement insisted 
upon by the Tribe is a stringent water con
servation plan that includes meters for 
Reno-Sparks residents. 

State law had prohibited water meters in 
Reno-Sparks since 1919, despite the fact the 
area receives an average of only 7.5 inches 
of precipitation a year, and that an ample 
Sierra snowpack is never a sure bet. Nearly 
all the utility's residential customers cur
rently pay a monthly flat rate for water. 

Westpac's commercial-industrial cus
tomers, including the towering hotel-casi-
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nos that dominate the local skyline, have 
been metered since 1980 due to a change 
in state law enacted in 1977, and new 
residential customers have been metered 
since July 1, 1988. 

Demand to grow by 30 percent 
The settlement with the tribe is only 

one of the 19 water supply options listed in 
Westpac's 1988 "Water Resource Plan," a 
20-year blueprint for water planning in the 
Truckee Meadows. Westpac updates the 
plan every two years. 

According to the plan, water demand 
in the Truckee Meadows is expected to 
climb by 30 percent over the next 20 
years. 

Among the water supply options being 
considered by Westpac are construction of 
a new 10-16,000 acre foot reservoir in a 
mountain valley west of Reno; drilling five 
new wells in Reno-Sparks; artificial 
groundwater recharge; and acquisition of 
additional Truckee River irrigation rights. 
Importation of groundwater from nearby 
valleys is also under consideration, along 
with treatment of poor quality ground
water. 

Because of West pac's heavy dependence 
on the mountain snowpack, conservation 
plays a crucial role in the utility's 20-year 
plan. 

Westpac is helping to develop a water 
conservation program for local schools 
which will include teacher training and 
distribution of curriculum materials. 

Among the other recommendations in 
the utility's planning blueprint are changes 
in local building codes and ordinances to 
encourage water conservation, such as 
mandatory twice-a-week outdoor watering 
and limits on the size of lawns. 

Conversion to filtration 
may cost $100 million 

Like other water companies throughout 
the U.S., Westpac is gearing up for the new 
water treatment standards mandated by 
the 1986 Amendments to the Safe Drink
ing Water Act. To comply with the act, 
Westpac will have to convert its Highland 
and Hunter Creek treatment facilities 
from chemical to filtration plants, and the 
Glendale plant will need modifications. 
The 50-year-old Idlewild plant will prob
ably have to be retired from service. Cost 
of the conversions is estimated at $100 
million. 

At the same time, the utility is readying 
expansion plans so it can meet the needs 
of the growing Reno-Sparks population. 
Among the proposals under consideration 
by the company are increasing treatment 
capacity at the Hunter Creek plant from 
15 million gallons per day to 80 million 
gallons per day. The Glendale and High
land treatment facilities may also be ex
panded. 

By the year 2008, the Truckee Meadows 
is expected to have some 274,000 residents 
and annual water demand is projected to 
reach approximately 92,000 acre feet. Cur
rent annual demand is approximately 
65,000 acre feet. 

Westpac employees are proud that 
their company and its predecessors have 
been the water purveyors to the Truckee 
Meadows for more than 100 years. The 
utility has committed more than $20 
million per year for capital improve
ments to the Reno-Sparks water system 
to ensure it is maintained properly and 
able to supply customer needs efficiently 
and economically well into the 21st cen
tury . • 


