
 

 
What is a Special District?                                                                                      
In California, special districts, like the Ramona Municipal Water District, play a crucial role in providing 
specific public services to communities that are either too specialized or too localized for other 
government entities to manage. These districts operate independently from cities and counties but are 
still governed by elected boards or commissioners. Special districts can serve a wide variety of 
purposes, from providing utilities like water and wastewater treatment to offering fire protection, 
emergency medical services, and even mosquito abatement. There are more than 3,000 special 
districts across California, and they serve a diverse range of functions depending on the needs of the 
local population. Unlike private businesses, special districts are not designed to operate for profit. 

Why Do California Special Districts Not Make a Profit? 
1. Public Service Model - Unlike private businesses, which are driven by the need to generate 

profit for shareholders or owners, special districts are public entities that exist to provide a 
service. Their goal is not to make money but to fulfill a social or civic responsibility, such as 
ensuring safe drinking water. Special districts are expected to break even – covering their 
operating costs – rather than generate excess income. 
 
2. Limited Revenue Sources - Special districts primarily rely on revenues from property taxes or 
service fees, which are earmarked for specific services or projects, not for profit generation. 
Special districts must work within a defined budget and often have strict regulations on how 
funds can be used. 
 
3. Cost Recovery - While special districts may charge fees for services (such as water or sewer 
usage fees) these charges are meant to cover the cost of providing those services, not to 
generate surplus revenue. 
 
4. Non-Profit Legal Framework - Special districts are legally structured as public agencies, 
which means that they must operate in the best interests of their residents and not their 
shareholders, like a business. 
 
5. Accountability to the Public - California's special districts are accountable to the public and 
must operate transparently. Their financial practices are subject to oversight from state 
agencies, such as the California State Controller's Office, and require regular audits to ensure 
that funds are being used responsibly. 
 



 
 
 
What Happens to Extra Funds? 

Special districts may end up with surplus funds from time to time due to careful budgeting or 
unanticipated savings. When this happens, the funds are reinvested into the services the district 
provides, or they may be used for future capital projects, infrastructure upgrades, or for rate 
stabilization over the next few fiscal years. As an example, if a water district collects more revenue 
than necessary in one year, that surplus might be reserved for future water pump station 
improvements or emergency preparedness initiatives. In other words, any extra funds stay within the 
district and are used to better serve the community, not to create profit. 

Conclusion 
California's special districts are vital components of the state's local governance and public service 
infrastructure. Special districts, like Ramona MWD, contribute to communities throughout California 
by providing essential services that contribute to our quality of life. 
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