Spring Season Begins Under Critical Drought Conditions
As spring begins, the City of Cambridge is reminding residents and businesses that we remain under a Level 3 – Critical Drought, as declared by the Massachusetts Executive Office of Energy and Environmental Affairs.
Due to continued below-normal precipitation since August 2024, the Commonwealth and the City of Cambridge are experiencing some of the most severe drought conditions in years. Groundwater and reservoir levels remain low, and streamflow conditions are well below normal. Despite occasional rain or snow, these short-term events have not been enough to reverse long-term drought impacts.
Water Restrictions in Effect
In response to these conditions, Cambridge has implemented strict water use restrictions. All nonessential outdoor water use is currently banned, including:
· Lawn watering, even by hand
· Use of irrigation systems
· Filling pools
· Washing cars
· Pressure washing patios or sidewalks
· Watering ornamental gardens or flowers
These restrictions apply to both City water and private wells.
Only outdoor water use deemed essential is allowed, such as for:
· Health and safety (e.g., firefighting, splash pads)
· Growing food or maintaining livestock
· Core business functions
· Irrigation of public parks and athletic fields (limited to off-peak hours)
For a full list of essential uses, visit: mass.gov/info-details/drought-status
Updates to Drought Ordinance and Enforcement
On March 31, 2025, the Cambridge City Council’s Ordinance Committee discussed proposed updates to the Cambridge Municipal Code (Chapters 13.08 and 13.12) to strengthen local drought response and enforcement. These amendments are aligned with state guidance under 310 CMR 36.00.
Key updates include:
· The Chief Superintendent and designated agents may enter any water user’s premises to examine usage and cut off water for nonpayment or violations.
· The Water Board may restrict usage of hand-hoses, sprinklers, or similar devices to specific hours.
· The City Manager or Managing Director of the Water Department must restrict nonessential outdoor water use during a state-declared drought.
· The Water Board may impose stricter restrictions than the state minimum if necessary.
Drought Level Restrictions
· Level 1 (Mild Drought):
· Nonessential outdoor watering restricted to once per week, before 9 a.m. or after 5 p.m.
· Drip irrigation and hand-watering of ornamentals may be allowed.
· Level 2 (Significant Drought):
· All nonessential outdoor water use banned, with limited exceptions for drip irrigation or hand-watering.
· Level 3 (Critical Drought) & Level 4 (Drought Emergency):
· All nonessential outdoor water use banned.
Golf course watering must also follow specific reductions during droughts, including reductions to irrigation of fairways and no watering of ornamentals during higher-level droughts.
Essential Outdoor Uses That Will Not Be Restricted
The following uses are exempt from restrictions:
· For health/safety (e.g., splash pads, fire protection, marine equipment cleaning)
· To preserve trees, including on private property, using slow-release methods
· By statute, permit, or regulation
· For food production or livestock
· For business core operations (e.g., nurseries, event venues, golf greens)
· For construction-related surface preparation
· Irrigation of public parks and athletic fields during off-peak hours
· Publicly funded shade trees and new lawn establishment post-construction
Public Notification and Enforcement
· Public notice of drought declarations or changes will be issued within 48 hours via:
· Newspaper ads, City website, social media, signage, reverse 911, and more.
· Upon drought termination, notices will be issued via the same channels.
Violations will result in penalties:
· 1st Violation: Warning
· 2nd Violation: $100 fine
· 3rd Violation: $200 fine
· 4th and subsequent violations: $300 per day
Violations may be enforced through criminal or noncriminal proceedings by designated City staff, police officers, or the Animal Commission.
Community Outreach and Education
The Water Department, in coordination with the Public Information Office and Community Engagement Team, is launching an outreach campaign to ensure residents, businesses, and property owners understand the updated regulations and how to reduce water use. Outreach efforts will include:
· Mail stuffers, newsletters, and social media posts
· Information tables at events such as Fresh Pond Day on June 14, 2025
· Language-accessible materials
· Website updates: Water - City of Cambridge, Massachusetts
Residents are encouraged to be creative and community-minded—Council suggestions included ideas like holding a “rain dance” to promote awareness in a fun and engaging way.
Every Drop Counts
Mayor Simmons and Vice Mayor McGovern emphasized the importance of proactive conservation and equity in outreach. The City urges all residents to:
· Fix leaks quickly
· Take shorter showers
· Run full loads of laundry or dishes
· Delay new landscaping projects that require frequent watering
Thank you for helping to protect our water supply.
For questions or more info, contact the Cambridge Water Department at 617-349-4770 or visit: Water - City of Cambridge, Massachusetts
