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Today’s talk
• Overview of the Delta and why it is so 

important

• How the Delta has changed –
consequences of policy choices over time

• Multi-agency approach – opportunities and 
challenges

• In the news – what’s really going on?

• Dialogue – things to think about
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California’s precipitation variability…
(wet season)
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… and population imbalance…
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Groundwater, Local
Resources & Conservation

…drove water supply development 

San Francisco PUC
Hetch Hetchy System
1913 - Raker Act

East Bay Municipal Utility District
Mokelumne River Aqueduct 
1929

US Bureau of Reclamation
Central Valley Project
1940 - 1st water delivered (Contra Costa Canal)

Hetch
Hetchy
System 

Mokelumne River 
Aqueduct

CVP

SWP
CA Dept. of Water Resources
State Water Project
1960 - Burns Porter Act
1973 - 1st water to So.Cal.
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Supplies Bay Area, Central Valley, Coastal areas & Southern Cal



The Delta is a critical hub
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How Water Gets Across the Delta

Sac River
– Delta Cross Channel
– Mokelumne River
– Old & Middle Rivers
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San
Joaquin 

River

2

Sac River /
West Delta
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SWP Pumps
CVP Pumps



Many forces shaped the Delta

Change in Delta land cover, early 1800s to early 2000s. Graphic by 
SFEI-ASC
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The Changing Delta
• 1850s settlers drained ‘swampland’, eliminating largest 

wetlands on Pacific Coast Flyway

• Flood projects dredged waterways & straightened channels 
at cost to riparian habitat

• Upstream reservoirs added hydropower, flood control and 
water supply, but blocked fish spawning and changed flow 
patterns

• Deep-water ship channels opened Central Valley to 
commerce but led to invasive species through ballast water

• Growth of farming and upstream cities led to increased 
agricultural and urban pollution



Key Delta risks
Seismic Risk

Bay Area Faults
Fishery Declines

(Delta smelt)

Subsidence

Sea Level Rise
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Water Supply Implications

SWP Pumps CVP Pumps

Delta Cross
Channel1
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If the problem were just about allocating 
freshwater flows, it might be solvable  

Add in the complexity of  moving water through 
a  hydrologically and hydro- dynamically complex 
Delta and it becomes complicated  

Add the uncertainty of  ecological responses and  
the institutional complexity  of many actors with 
many  visions and the problem  becomes wicked 

Then add the ever-changing water  supply and 
ecological and economic contexts within which 
decisions must be made, and the problem 
becomes  devilishly wicked



Institutional Complexity

The 
Delta 
Plan
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Delta Stewardship Council :
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What is the Delta Plan? 
Regulations, recommendations, and performance 
measures for:

• Water Conservation & Efficiency 

• Flood Risk Reduction

• Ecosystem Restoration

• Water Supply Reliability & Water Storage

• Protect the Delta as a Unique Place

• Ensure Best Available Science & Adaptive Management 17



Council’s Key Roles/Projects
• Implementing the Delta Plan

• Covered Action authority

• Delta Plan Interagency Implementation Committee

• Measuring performance

• Connecting the best science with decision-makers
• Synthesis, peer review, identifying and funding high-priority science

• Amending the Delta Plan
• Setting priorities for state investment in Delta levees

• Promoting options for conveyance, storage, operations 

• Weaving together a plan for ecosystem enhancement 18



In the News – Twin Tunnels
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In the News – EcoRestore
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• Initiative to help 
coordinate and 
advance at least 
30,000 acres of 
critical habitat by 
2020

• More than 1,300 
acres acquired

• More than $50 
million in Prop. 1 
funding for habitat 
and science



In the News
– Flow 
Standards

• Rethinking 
how we 
allocate our 
water

• Implications 
for water 
rights
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In the News – Conservation

28

• Mandatory or voluntary approach to make 
conservation a California way of life?



Today’s Takeaways
• Delta’s challenges direct/indirect results of past policy 

decisions

• Looking ahead: Uncertainty is the only certainty

• Any resolution will require tradeoffs – and trust

• The Council’s comprehensive approach
• Use science to increase likelihood of success

• Landscape scale restoration & planning

• Reduce reliance on the Delta

• ‘Portfolio’ approach to water management 19



Questions?

Keith Coolidge
Delta Stewardship Council

keithc@deltacouncil.ca.gov
www.deltacouncil.ca.gov
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http://www.deltacouncil.ca.gov/
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