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Introduction
California’s water delivery system is facing a series of 

challenges due in part to a combination of increasingly vari-
able weather conditions, legal requirements, and system 
operation and conveyance constraints. These challenges affect 
water availability, reliability, and delivery. Recent public and 
private efforts have sought ways to address these challenges. 
These measures include proposals to increase water through 
groundwater storage, surface storage, infrastructure changes, 
and system operation improvements, among others.

This report provides, through a “quick reference” docu-
ment relying heavily on charts to present information, a 
snapshot of water in California. The main components of this 
report are:

Overview of California’s Water Governance. Chapter 1 
provides a description of how California’s water system is 
governed, including the various roles of the federal, state, and 
local governments, as well as private and public water dis-
tricts. This chapter also reviews key moments in history that 
changed water policy, from the passage of water rights legis-
lation to the voter approval of the State Water Project (SWP).

Water Supply, Source, and Delivery. Chapter 2 provides 
a picture of where Californians get their water, including the 
factors affecting water delivery, and what infrastructure—
“bricks and mortar”—exist to move water throughout the 
state. The source of water for Californians varies dramatically 
from region to region based on whether the state has a wet or 
dry year, as well as due to legal and other system constraints.

Demand and Use of Water. Chapter 3 highlights water 
demand and use, and the differences among regions, as well 
as residential and agricultural users. While we provide a 
snapshot of future water demand, the picture is highly uncer-
tain and depends on factors ranging from weather to court 
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decisions to the growth in California’s economy over the next 
several decades. 

How Do We Finance Water Projects? Chapter 4 looks at 
how state, local, and federal entities finance water projects. 
We highlight the state’s largest water initiative, the SWP, and 
how it has been funded, as well as take a brief look at fed-
eral and local financing of water projects. In California, most 
water agencies use a “beneficiary pays” approach to funding 
water projects whereby those who benefit from a project pay 
for the majority of its costs. 

What Drives the Cost of Water? In Chapter 5, we high-
light the factors affecting the cost of water, explore what 
goes into a typical residential water bill, and show the trend 
toward higher residential water rates. We also identify fac-
tors affecting the regional differences for agricultural water 
prices.

Issues for Legislative Consideration. Change is inevita-
ble in California’s water system. Chapter 6 highlights options 
policymakers have to make changes to California’s supply 
and delivery of water. From water storage to conservation, 
water rights to water transfers, policymakers have a breadth 
of options available to institute change in California water 
policies.

This report relies on most recent data available from sev-
eral federal and state agencies, including the U.S. Geological 
Survey, U.S. Bureau of Reclamation, California Department 
of Water Resources, State Water Resources Control Board, the 
California Department of Fish and Game, California Depart-
ment of Public Health, the California Energy Commission, 
Public Policy Institute of California, as well as information 
from private water entities, including a survey of residential 
water rates by the firm Black & Veatch.

Finally, there are many unique terms in the water world. 
Please see the glossary on page 73 for a quick reference to 
definitions of commonly used terms throughout this report.
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Many State Agencies Are Involved in  
Water Management

•	 Many state agencies are involved with water manage-
ment. While overlap among agencies occurs in terms of 
the broad objectives addressed, generally, there is not 
duplication of functions. This is because most agencies 
focus on a specific subset of water management respon-
sibilities. For example, both the State Water Resources 
Control Board (SWRCB) and Department of Water 
Resources (DWR)—the state’s two lead water manage-
ment agencies—have mandated water supply objec-
tives. However, their practical roles differ greatly—

 Responsibilities 

Agency 
Water  
Supply 

Water  
Quality 

Flood  
Control 

Department of Water Resources X  X 
State Water Resources Control Board X X  
CALFED Bay-Delta Authority  X X X 
California Public Utilities Commission X X  
Colorado River Board X   
Department of Pesticide Regulation  X  
Department of Public Health  X  
Department of Toxic Substances Control  X  

 Office of Environmental Health Hazard Assessment X  

 

Chapter 1

Overview of California’s 
Water Governance
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DWR focuses on water delivery, water supply planning, 
and infrastructure development, while SWRCB is more 
of a regulatory body, managing water rights and water 
quality permitting (both of which have an effect on wa-
ter supply). These roles are complementary and often 
require the two agencies to work in concert to address 
water management at the state level.

•	 Management of the California water system consists 
of three key components: water supply, water quality, 
and flood control. Most agencies involved in one or 
more of these components also have responsibilities 
for scientific activities and monitoring and administer-
ing financial assistance for local water infrastructure. 
All of these responsibilities can serve to meet multiple 
objectives. For example, several financial assistance 
programs attempt to jointly address water quality and 
water supply needs at the local level, thereby provid-
ing more comprehensive local water supply reliability. 
Other state agencies not listed may be involved with 
water management as part of their greater mission (for 
example, the Department of Conservation manages a 
state watershed program).
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Surface Storage Capacity Concentrated in 
Northern and Central Foothill Areas of the State

Tuolumne

Shasta

Butte

Surface Storage Capacity a

(In Million Acre-Feet)

Over 3

2-2.9

1-1.9

Less than 0.9

a Includes both state and federal
   reservoirs.
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•	 California’s major water systems, located in the 
northern, central, and eastern parts of the state, all have 
large surface storage facilities (mainly dams and res-
ervoirs). Counties with the highest capacity of surface 
storage (Shasta, Butte, and Tuolumne) also host three 
of the largest reservoirs in the state. In California, the 
DWR Division of Dam Safety regulates 1,200 dams 
with around 21 million acre-feet (MAF) of combined 
storage capacity, with the remaining about 17 MAF of 
capacity under federal jurisdiction.

•	 Most dams in California were built before 1975. How-
ever, since that time, local surface storage development 
has continued, with notable developments including 
the 800,000 acre-foot Diamond Valley Reservoir serving 
the Metropolitan Water District of Southern California 
in Riverside County completed in 1999.

•	 Most of the largest reservoirs in the state are owned 
by the federal government with the balance owned by 
the state, local government, or private entities.
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California’s Largest Surface Storage Owner 
Is the Federal Government

•	 The federal government has developed the most 
surface storage capacity in the state with over 17 MAF 
of capacity in ten reservoirs on multiple river systems. 
These reservoirs generally are part of the federal Cen-
tral Valley Project (CVP), which serves about 3.1 million 
people, and provides irrigation water to over 2.6 mil-
lion acres of land. The largest reservoir in the system is 
Shasta Lake with 4.6 MAF of capacity.

•	 The state, as part of the development of SWP, built 
Oroville Dam and reservoir on the Feather River 
system with a capacity of 3.5 MAF. The SWP provides 
all or part of the drinking water supply for 23 million 
people and provides irrigation water to about  
755,000 acres of land.

Owners With Reservoir Capacity Totaling Over 500,000 Acre-Feet

aIncludes San Luis Reservoir that was developed in conjunction with the State Water 
  Project and has a capacity of 2 MAF of water. The project is cooperatively managed by the 
  state and federal government, and built under the jurisdiction of the federal government.

Total Capacity in Million Acre-Feet (MAF)

2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16 18

Federal Governmenta

State of California

Turlock Irrigation District

Pacific Gas and Electric

Merced Irrigation District

Yuba County Water Agency

Metropolitan Water District
of Southern California
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Delta Is at the Heart of  
The California Water System

•	 Water flowing through the Delta is the main source of 
supply for two major California water delivery projects, 
the SWP and the federal CVP. From these projects, a 
majority of Californians rely on water flowing through 
the Delta for all or part of their drinking water. In ad-
dition, approximately one-third of the state’s cropland 
uses water flowing through the Delta. 

10% Eastside
Tributaries/
In-Delta Precipitation

12% Central Valley
Project, Mostly 
Agriculture

16%
San Joaquin River

65% Outflow to
Suisun and
San Francisco Bays

8% In-Delta Use,
Mostly Agricultural

Source of Water
Into the Delta

Water Deliveries
and Flow Out of Delta

74% Sacramento
River Valley

15% State Water Project,
Mostly Southern California
Urban and Industrial Use

continued


