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Clearing the Confusion on
California Water: Infrastructure 101

Trying to understand
California’s
complicated water
system is no easy
task. Moreover, while
California’s water
supply is threatened
by climate change,’
Big Ag and Big Oill
use and demand
more than their “fair”
share.?
Understanding major
users and influences
governing California’s
limited water supply
is vital in local
decision-making and
protecting water
supplies for future
generations.

Simply Put,
California’s
Water System
Is Complicated

The Sierra Nevada
Mountain range on
the eastern edge of
California plays a
large role in feeding
the rivers, lakes, and
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Fig 1. Highlighted Water Infrastructure in California

aquifers that California’s vast water infrastructure captures, stores, and distributes. The Sierra
Nevada is also the source for up to 50 percent of the groundwater in California’s Central Valley.3
California developed an intricate set of water conveyance systems that move water from the wetter,
northern regions to California’s major population centers and thirsty agricultural industries in the
drier Central and Southern regions* (see Fig. 1).

info@fwwatch.org
202.683.2500 (DC)
510.922.0720 (CA)
foodandwaterwatch.org

NOVEMBER 2025



Clearing the Confusion on California Water: Infrastructure 101 FOODANDWATERWATCH.ORG

A Note on Groundwater

Groundwater plays a vital role in California’s water economy, making up 40 percent of the state’s
water supply in any given year.® However, groundwater has been consistently over-pumped in
California to quench the thirst of water-intensive crops promoted by Big Ag.® Over-pumping has
been linked to land sinking (subsidence) in the agricultural regions of the San Joaquin Valley.” Rural
residents who depend on groundwater for everyday use have seen their wells run dry in recent
years, unable to defend against agricultural users and their deep wells and thirst.?

Main Infrastructure
Central Valley Project

The Central Valley Project (CVP) is the largest federal water project in the U.S. and draws from two
major river basins, the Sacramento and the San Joaquin, with the primary purpose of irrigating
California’s thirsty agricultural sector.® Water travels from the Sierra Nevada and Cascade
mountains in the north all the way to the Tehachapi Mountains near Bakersfield in the south,
crossing 500 miles of canals as well as 20 dams and reservoirs.'® These reservoirs include the
Shasta (4.6 million acre-foot capacity), Trinity (2.5 million acre-feet), and New Melones (2.4 million
acre-feet).’ While the CVP manages around 9.5 million acre-feet of water, it delivers on average
closer to 7 million acre-feet each year, thanks to reduced deliveries based on current water
conditions. Over 70 percent goes to farmland, 9 percent to industries and municipalities, and 17
percent to wildlife refuges and fish.'?

State Water Project

The State Water Project (SWP) is a massive, state-run storage and delivery system that transports
water from Northern California to more arid central and southern regions in the state, providing
domestic supply to over 27 million residents.’ It spans more than 700 miles, including the California
Aqueduct, with its primary reservoir being Lake Oroville (3.5 million acre-feet).'* The SWP also
holds around half the storage rights to the San Luis reservoir, amounting to slightly over 1 million
acre-feet annually.’® Contracted entitlements and water rights sum up to 4.2 million acre-feet and
1.1 million acre-feet, respectively, in allocations. Around 25 percent of the SWP’s contracted water
goes to agricultural users, while 75 percent goes to municipalities and industries.'®

Additional Infrastructure
Colorado River Aqueduct

The Colorado River Aqueduct (CRA) is a 242-mile-long aqueduct carrying more than 1 billion
gallons of water each day from the Colorado River to over 19 million residents in Southern
California.’” Lake Havasu is its primary reservoir.'® California currently has the largest share of this
multi-state conveyance project among the eight total states.’® Water from the CRA and additional
canals along the river also ends up going to thirsty crops in the Imperial Valley, where it is shared
with other districts in the South via a well-established transfer agreement.?°
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Los Angeles Aqueduct

The Los Angeles Aqueduct (LAA) transports water over 300 miles from the Eastern Sierra Nevada
to the City of Los Angeles,?! providing nearly half of the city’s water supply from 2016 to 2020.%?
Water availability depends in part on mountain snowfall; by 2044, the LAA may only meet 26
percent of Los Angeles’ water supply.?®

Hetch Hetchy Regional Water System

The Hetch Hetchy Regional Water System (HHRWS) supplies water to around 2.7 million Bay Area
residents across San Francisco and parts of Alameda, Santa Clara, and San Mateo counties.?* It
includes three reservoirs, the largest being the Hetch Hetchy Reservoir (360,360 acre-feet) that
impounds water in from the Tuolumne River.?® Current deliveries average over 219 million gallons
per day.?%

Mokelumne Aqueduct System

The Mokelumne Aqueduct system supplies around 1.4 million Bay Area residents with up to
364,288 acre-feet annually.?’ It relies on water from the Sierra Nevada snowpack via the Pardee
and Camanche reservoirs. During dry years, it can be seasonally supplemented with up to 133,000
acre-feet by the Sacramento River via the Freeport Regional water project.?8

Closing Thoughts

California’s complicated water systems are threatened by climate change and excessive water-
intensive overuse by Big Ag. The expansion in recent decades of tree nuts, alfalfa, and mega
dairies strains the state’s limited water supply. Pouring billions into expensive and destructive
projects like new dams, desalination, and the Delta Tunnel will not solve the state’s water crisis.
California must curb the abusive thirst and hold that Big Ag and Oil have on their water before it's
too late.
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