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California Water: A Brief History
The current controversies and policy debates surrounding California water to date are inextricably
bound with more than 165 years of complex issues and developments dating back to the Gold Rush of
1849.
In order to provide a quick grasp and high-level understanding of California water issues, the California
Water Alliance (CalWA) has put together an abbreviated history to highlight key facts and developments
that led to and contribute today to the California water crisis and extreme drought of 2012–2015.
Two-thirds of California’s precipitation falls in the northern portion of the state, while two-thirds of all
Californians live to the south. In order to protect from catastrophic flooding and to ensure water to
serve its entire population, the 20th Century saw two major infrastructure projects designed to collect,
store and transport significant flows of water to Central Valley food producers and the urban dwellers of
the San Francisco Bay Area, Silicon Valley, Los Angeles, San Diego and the greater Southland:
(1) The Central Valley Project (CVP)– A federal surface-water system conceived, planned and built
during the 1930’s.
(2) The State Water Project (SWP) – Constructed in the 1950–1967 period, culminating in the
construction of the San Louis Reservoir in 1967 – the final large water facility shared by the CVP and
SWP.

CA WATER GOLDEN RULE
2/3 of total rain and snow is in
the northern third of the state,
WHILE
2/3 of the population and
economy is in the southern
two-thirds of the state.

Both federal and state projects share an infrastructure of dams, pumps and canals. Both are dependent
on delivering water to the Sacramento-San Joaquin River Delta and drawing water from it. Water users
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only know their source of the water they receive by to whom they write their checks – either the U.S.
Treasury or California.
When the two water projects became operational in the 1960s, California’s population was only about
17.6 million. Once considered the envy of the world and a source of state pride, California's water
system played a large role in catapulting the state to the 5th largest global economy in less than 100
years. During this period, farmers and residents benefitted from ample, uninterrupted supplies and
comfortably shared California’s water supply, with each paying its own share of the total costs of water
received to operate the projects.
This all changed with the advent of the Endangered Species Act (ESA ESA, 16 U.S.C. § 1531) in 1973 and
with major amendments in 1978 that introduced new stakeholders into the mix –endangered species
and the environment. During implementation, a major area of concern of the ESA focused on the Delta –
the heart of both the CVP and SWP water projects and the Sacramento and San Joaquin rivers and
tributaries that supply its water and support its habitats. Soon, the federal and state water projects
became mired in environmental lawsuits, progress slowed, construction ended and plans for further
expansion were shelved. The federal and state projects remain incomplete today.
This development – coupled with California’s population growth that added 18 million more people to
the state and grew it to 38 million by 2015 – created skyrocketing demand that quickly outstripped the
capacity of the system that was designed decades earlier. Importantly, ESA provided no new water to
replace the water it demanded. Public policy and environmental challenges blocked major infrastructure
from the 1960s to today. Increasingly, periods of water rationing became the norm for California, forcing
more and more residential and agricultural conservation measures while environmental allocations
remained constant or were increased.
As a result of ESA and the Clean Water Act, the environment claimed ever-growing portions of
California’s precious water supply. An estimated 82% of all California water enters the Delta, flows
through it, is exported to Bay Area or Southern California users or – as is the case for up to 75% of the
Delta’s water supply – discharges into the ocean. In a typical year, just 18% of the water entering the
Delta is exported to Central Valley farmers and residents of the Bay Area and Southern California. In
drought years, the export flow slows to a trickle as water for people is diverted to maintain fish habitat
and meet environmental mandates.
Today, California's total developed water supply is divided statewide between urban users, food
producers, and the environment: 48% goes to environmental projects and programs, 41% to farms, and
11% to cities.
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For more information including original source material, visit:
http://www.californiawateralliance.org/#!ca-water-use-facts/c1oxp

Challenges
Given this historical backdrop, it is easy to see why drought conditions further reduce supply and place
the enormous pressure on all stakeholders, becoming untenable.
The current water shortages and continually increasing priority of putting fish ahead of families and
farms have resulted in severe cuts for California agriculture. According to the U.S. Department of
Agriculture, farmers have fallowed or abandoned 900,000 acres since 1992 due to lack of reliable water
supplies or depletion of groundwater basins. Since the drought began in 2012, an additional 1,000,000
acres have been fallowed. Between the two, fallowed acreage reduces area of total agricultural
production for the state by nearly 20%.
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The impact has been enormous. Wildfires rage out of control devouring disaster funding. There is
massive unemployment in the Central Valley and in other regions of the state. Businesses and thousands
of residents commonly go without safe and clean running water. For urban dwellers, water, energy and
food prices are climbing to offset higher costs resulting from the lack of water. Substantial mandated
urban cutbacks of 8%–36% are being met at a terrible price to residents and industry alike. California’s
economy’s rank has declined to its current position, 8th largest in the world. Insufficient water supply
deprives the nation of badly needed industrial and agricultural production.
In this constrained-supply climate, California faces monumental challenges if it is to meet the water
demands of its current and future populations and these effects extend beyond the state to the nation
and world that consumes and enjoys California’s healthy and nutritional agricultural products.
Contributing factors to California’s crisis are the state’s fickle climate, postponed infrastructural
development, and inflexible and potentially inappropriate governmental environmental mandates. Food
safety and security are threatened at every level. The risk of a miscalculation in policy grows each day
that the drought and forced mandates continue. Without a focused effort on developing a
comprehensive statewide plan for a water crisis that will continue long after the drought ends, California
will trend downward as its economy and environment spiral into a chronic state of decline.
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RESERVOIR CONDITIONS
RESERVOIR LEVELS APRIL 9, 2014

RESERVOIR LEVELS APRIL 10, 2015

RESERVOIR LEVELS AUGUST 16, 2015

Ending At Midnight - August 16, 2015

LEGEND
Capacity
(TAF)

Historical
Average

% of Capacity | % of Historical
Average

Trinity Lake

31% | 41%

Shasta Reservoir

41% | 62%

Lake Oroville

Folsom Lake

31% | 45%

24% | 35%

New Melones

Don Pedro Reservoir

13% | 22%

33% | 45%
Exchequer Reservoir

10% | 17%

San Luis Reservoir

22% | 47%
Pine Flat Reservoir

13% | 30%

Millerton Lake

33% | 60%

Perris Lake

Castaic Lake

36% | 46%

38% | 46%

Graph Updated 08/17/2015 01:45 PM

Source: http://cdec.water.ca.gov/cgi-progs/products/rescond.pdf
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DROUGHT CONDITIONS

STATEWIDE
DROUGHT CONDITIONS
The most current data from the U.S. Drought
Monitor reports that as of March 31, 2015:
 94% of California is in severe drought
 67% of California is in extreme drought
 42% of California is in exceptional drought

STATEWIDE SNOWPACK
April 1 survey revealed the lowest snowpack
measurement ever recorded – just 5% of
average for the date.
Last year’s April 1 snowpack measured 25% of
average, which was the all-time record low until
this year’s measurement of just 5%.

Source: http://www.acwa.com/sites/default/files/page/2015/03/2015-drought-conditions-glance-handout.pdf

HYDROELECTRICITY CONDITIONS
On April 9, 2015, the US Energy Information Administration reported the drought has limited the state's
ability to generate electricity from its clean energy hydropower plants. This steady decline in hydro
generation has been ongoing for 10 years, coinciding with California’s irregular water supply deliveries
due to natural drought cycles and regulatory mandates. The annual average contribution from
hydropower to electricity generation in California decreased from 23% in 2011 to just 9% in 2014.

SOURCE: http://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.cfm?id=20732
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WATER DELIVERIES
STATE WATER PROJECT
State Water Project recipients – include 25-million American residents – have been told to expect just
20% of their requested deliveries in 2015.
CENTRAL VALLEY PROJECT (FEDERAL WATER PROJECT)
U.S. Bureau of Reclamation will adhere to its initial zero 2015 water supply allocation, equivalent to its
allocation for 2014. CVP services 3.09 million Americans in a variety of cities and rural communities,
along with approximately 21,000 farms, 3 million acres of farmland, plus thousands of acres of
environmental habitat.
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Drought Impacts
2014 Economic Impact

2014 UC Davis Drought Impact Report





2014 drought is responsible for the greatest reduction in water availability for CA
agriculture ever seen, about 1/3 less than normal.
Total economic cost of the 2014 drought is $2.2 billion.
The loss of 17,100 seasonal and part time jobs related to agriculture represents 3.8% of
farm unemployment. (NOTE: Average farm community unemployment between 10-15%
reaching as high as 40% since 2013. SOURCE: Legislative Analyst’s Office)
428,000 acres, or 5%, of irrigated farmland went out of production.

SOURCE:
http://drought.ucdavis.edu/ucdavis-drought-report.html

2015 Predicted Economic Impact

2015 Drought Impact Report






3.1 million acres, 41.6% of California farmland, are taking sever water cuts.
2.2 million acres, 30% of California farmland, will receive NO surface water supply.
542,000 acres to be fallow in 2015.
21,000 (approx.) drought related jobs lost.
Total economic cost of the 2015 drought is $2.7 billion.

SOURCE:
http://farmwater.org/farm-water-news/over-41-percent-of-californias-irrigated-farmland-loses-nearly-entiresurface-water-supply/
https://watershed.ucdavis.edu/files/biblio/Final_Drought%20Report_08182015_Full_Report_WithAppendices.pdf
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Trade Impact

SOURCE:
http://farmwater.org/learn-more/drought/aug-5-2014-drought-fact-sheet/
http://aic.ucdavis.edu/publications/moca/moca09/moca09.pdf

Food Affordability & Security
California produces nearly half of U.S. grown fruits, nuts, and vegetables and nearly a quarter of the
nation’s milk and cream. By growing over 400 crops, California is a global leader in food, fiber, and fuel
production, contributing to California’s 13% input to the U.S. GDP.
Food represents nearly 5% of U.S. gross domestic product, 13% of household expenditures, 9.2% of U.S.
employment and 14% of manufacturing jobs. Estimated impact to U.S. consumers ranges from 2%-38%
depending on food product.
California drought will have a direct impact of the availability and affordability of domestic produce with
additional impacts worldwide.
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CALIFORNIA GROWN FOOD
(% of US Supply)

























Artichokes -100%
Grapes -99%
Walnuts -99%
Peaches -99%
Pomegranates -99%
Dates -99%
Figs -99%
Kiwifruit -99%
Olives & Olive Oil -99%
Tomatoes -98.5%
Pistachios -98.5%; #2 in
global production
Almonds -98.5%; #1 in
global production
Garlic -97%
Plums -97%
Celery -95%
Apricots -94%
Lemons -92%
Broccoli -90%
Cauliflower -90%
Avocados -87%
Carrot -86%
Fresh Spinach -83%
Strawberries -80%
Lettuce -78%

CA DROUGHT
PRODUCE PRICE HIKES
• Berries increased by 80 cents per
clamshell to $3.88
• Broccoli by 11 cents per pound
to $1.89.
• Grapes by 64 cents a pound to
$3.06
• Melons by 24 cents a pound to
$1.23.
• Packaged salad by 23 cents a bag
to $2.91.
• Peppers by 26 cents a pound to
$2.39.
SOURCE:
http://www.cnn.com/2015/04/03/us/ca
lifornia-drought/

SOURCE: http://www.marketwatch.com/story/why-the-california-drought-will-be-worse-than-everyone-thinks-2015-04-07?page=2
http://www.cnbc.com/2014/04/17/california-drought-rising-prices-on-these-fruits-vegetables.html

Public Health, Social, and Environmental Impact
An estimated 1,200 households, in East Porterville have been without running water for over 20 months.
State officials estimate the number could be hundreds more. Relief comes in the form of public shower
facilities monitored by the Tulare County Sheriff’s department, community water distribution systems
(families of 4 receive 3 cases of bottled water and 2 gallon jugs. Families of 6 receive 4 cases and 4 gallon
jugs, etc.), 300 gallon storage containers assigned to each household to be filled by visiting local fire
department during weekly water delivery.
“Parents often keep their children home from school if they have not bathed, worried that they could
lose custody if the authorities deem the students too dirty,”
SOURCE: http://www.nytimes.com/2014/10/03/us/california-drought-tulare-county.html?_r=0
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Increased drought related unemployment has resulted in increased demand for social assistance
programs and services. In 2014, the California Department of Social Services designated 24 counties as
drought impacted, allocating $25 million of $687 million in drought relief funding to food assistance
programs. Increased demand, (i.e. Fresno County 2014 served on average 1500-2000 households or
6,000-10,000 men, women, & children monthly), limited supply of locally sourced produce due to drops
in in-state production, food assistance programs throughout the state seek out of state product
increasing the cost of operations by up to 2.5 times.

SOURCE: http://www.sfgate.com/politics/joegarofoli/article/California-drought-Food-banks-drying-up-too-5416846.php

Persistent statewide arid conditions have created an unending California fire season for two consecutive
years. California has seen 5,032 fires and 148,528 acres burned from Jan 1, 2015 through Sept. 5, 2015.
In some areas wildfire damage is 400% greater than the seasonal average. In 2014, the state of
California’s total wildfire emergency budget of $209 million was spent by September.
SOURCE:
http://cdfdata.fire.ca.gov/incidents/incidents_stats?year=2015
http://www.santacruzsentinel.com/environment-and-nature/20150317/california-drought-making-wildfires-a-year-round-threat
http://www.latimes.com/local/political/la-me-pc-california-wildfires-budget-20140929-story.html
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Federal assistance has included federal drought relief announced February 2, 2015 by Interior Secretary
Sally Jewel in the amount of $50 million, as well as provisions in President Obama’s Proposed FY16
Budget for various programs and projects. These include: drought monitoring for endangered species,
habitat conservation work, groundwater banking, conservation initiatives, drought planning, Bay-Delta
Restoration, and San Joaquin River Restoration.
SOURCE: http://www.doi.gov/news/pressreleases/secretary-jewell-announces-50-million-for-western-droughtresponse.cfm

Solutions
The California Water Alliance formed in 2009 to respond to the state’s perpetual crises stemming from
public policy decisions and court-adjudicated mandates exacerbated during drought years. The
organization is seeking a wide range of solutions to create a new approach to managing California’s
water, including recommendations that:
•

Create more state and federal government storage facilities to capture excess water during wet
years

•

Take advantage of flexibility of state and federal government regulatory guidelines to free up
more water for farmers and city dwellers in Southern California

•

Review the federal Endangered Species Act conducted to scientifically determine if existing water
management practices employed by the federal and state government are actually helping fish,
or whether they are threatened or endangered because of other factors such as predatory fish,
manmade changes to water flow and quality conditions or other issues entirely unrelated to
water

•

Conduct a review of the role increasing allocations of California’s developed water supply to
environmental purposes under federal Clean Water and other environmental laws, endangered
species biological opinions, and state environmental laws and regulations to determine if they
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are achieving all the results Congress and California’s legislature intended and whether they are
having unforeseen negative consequences

Additional Resources
There exist several excellent online resources that provide a comprehensive and exhaustive history of
California water. For more information, follow the links below:
Water Education Foundation Link to: http://www.watereducation.org/aquapedia/sacramento-sanjoaquin-delta-chronology
A California Water Chronology Link to: http://www.waterplan.water.ca.gov/docs/cwpu2005/vol4/vol4background-californiawaterchronology.pdf
California Water Wars (Wikipedia) Link to: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/California_Water_Wars
California Water Impact Network Link to: https://www.c-win.org/big-water-projects-california.html]

ABOUT THE CALIFORNIA WATER ALLIANCE (CalWA)
The California Water Alliance is a statewide not-for-profit organization dedicated to raising awareness
about the nature of water and promoting long-term, sustainable solutions that meet the health and
security needs of families, cities, businesses, farmers and the environment
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