
Currently, California is 

pumping its groundwater at 
an unsustainable rate. The 

exact amount of overdraft 

varies based on information 

from different sources, but 
the latest estimate from the University of California 

at Irvine Center for Hydrologic Modeling, using 

NASA’s Gravity Recovery and Climate Experiment 
satellites, shows that almost 16.5 million acre-feet of 

water was pumped from the Central Valley between 

2003 and 2010; 80 percent of which, the study 
estimates, came from the San Joaquin Valley Basin. 

 

Much of this overdraft has been caused by the recent 

drought and pumping restrictions on Delta water 
supplies implemented under federal and state 

endangered species laws. To compensate for the lack 

of surface water available from the State Water 
Project and Central Valley Project, many water users 

south of the Delta have been forced to rely on 

ramping up groundwater pumping operations to 
sustain farming operations. While the practice has 

eased the harmful effects of reduced water deliveries 

over the past few years, the effects of groundwater 

overdraft are beginning to add up. Groundwater is a 
finite resource and must be replenished or else it will 

eventually be depleted. 

 
Improved Delta water conveyance would supply 

excess water during times of high flows, which could 

be used to recharge groundwater banks and surface 

storage reservoirs to bring the Central Valley’s water 
supply situation back into balance. Conjunctive use 

projects, including groundwater banking, have long 

been thought to be part of the solution to the Central 
Valley’s water supply challenges.  Groundwater 

banking already exists in the Central Valley, 

particularly in Kern County. Currently, there is a 

significant amount of 

groundwater recharge 
occurring in Kern County as 

a result of the early storms 

this year, high snowpack, 

and improved reservoir 
conditions. This recharge will allow depleted 

reserves in the region’s groundwater banks to be 

increased to sustain agriculture and urban users in 
future dry years.   

 

Groundwater banking projects provide enhanced 
utilization of a precious natural resource without the 

financial and environmental costs of creating more 

surface storage.  What is now lacking, as a result of 

increased restrictions on Delta pumping, is a reliable 
means of providing water to these facilities.  

Groundwater banking projects were originally 

intended to provide a source of water during dry 
years to allow farmers to continue irrigating and stay 

in business when surface water is not available.  If 

we do not operate the state’s water supply system, 
including the Delta pumps, in a manner that allows 

water users to take advantage of times when water is 

plentiful by banking that excess water for use in dry 

times, groundwater banking facilities will not be able 
to provide the flexibility they were originally 

intended to provide. In turn, the whole state would 

suffer from the resulting loss of agricultural 
production and jobs in the Central Valley.    

 

Matching an improved and more flexible conveyance 

system with groundwater recharge and banking 
projects to supplement surface supplies is a vital step 

toward meeting the co-equal goals the Delta 

Stewardship Council and Bay Delta Conservation 
Plan are striving to achieve. 
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For more information, visit our updated website at www.sustainabledelta.com 
and follow @DeltaWatch on Twitter 

Groundwater is a finite resource and 

must be replenished or else it will 

eventually be depleted. 
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