
As we continue to search for answers to the Delta crisis, much of the attention of regulators remains focused on water 

exports from the State and Federal Water Projects in the south Delta. Unfortunately, this almost unwavering focus has 

caused regulators to ignore the effects of numerous other stressors, including thousands of smaller diversions that 

collectively divert vast amounts of water.  Many of these are unscreened and illegal. In 1993, the Department of Fish 
and Game estimated that the smaller diversions could collectively divert as much as 5,000 cubic feet per second, 

almost 50 percent of what Project pumps can export combined.  

 

Under the law, all such diversions should be regulated by the State and Regional Water Boards and the Department of 

Fish and Game. In order to kick-start the effort to address in-Delta diversions, the 2009 water legislation created the 

position of Delta Watermaster with authority extending “to diversions of water in the Delta, and for the monitoring and 

enforcement of State Water Resources Control Board orders and license and permit terms and conditions that apply to 

conditions in the Delta.” But, since that time, little has been done by the Water Boards, or the new Watermaster, to deal 

with this known stressor on the Delta ecosystem and its native fishes. 

 

Instead of addressing in-Delta diversions, the Delta Watermaster’s office issued a report earlier in the year on how 
Central Valley agriculture could use water more efficiently. While many questioned the Watermaster’s authority to 

issue such a report at the time, few stopped to ask the more important question: why would the Watermaster issue such 

a report, while there are significant 

problems in the Delta, including illegal 

and unscreened diversions, that should 

be addressed? 

 

In-Delta pumping operations remain 

the Wild West of water exports. 

Persons who operate individual 

unscreened and unregulated 

diversions should not be getting a 
free pass. The Delta crisis is a 

complex issue with many integrated 

pieces; no one piece holds the 

solution and no one piece should be 

ignored. Existing laws provide 

regulators, including the Delta 

Watermaster and State Board, with 

ample legal authority to regulate in-

Delta pumping without waiting on 

the Delta Plan or Bay Delta 

Conservation Plan. Government 
regulators can and should address this 

key estuary stressor immediately 

through comprehensive investigation 

and enforcement activities. 
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For more information, visit our updated website at www.sustainabledelta.com 
and follow @DeltaWatch on Twitter 

Over 2,000 individual pumps can divert water from within 

the heart of the Delta at up to 5,000 cubic feet per second. 
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