
SIERRA NEVADA
WATER FACTS
More than 60% of California's developed 
water supply originates in the Sierra Nevada 
• Sierra Nevada watersheds provide all or part of the drinking water for

23 million people.

Snowpack in the Sierra region provides a natural form of water storage,
and Sierra forests and meadows play a role in ensuring water quality,
yield and reliability.

Average temperatures in the Sierra Nevada are      rising. This may result       in 
drier    summer   conditions, more precipitation as rain than snow, earlier 
snow melt, more large  damaging        fires, and longer        fire       seasons.

The Sierra Nevada contains thousands of abandoned mines. Toxic 
substances associated with legacy mining, such as   mercury, are carried 
downstream to the Sacramento-San Joaquin Bay Delta and the San 
Francisco Bay.

• Up to half of the water flowing into the Delta starts its journey in the
Sierra's forested watersheds.

•

Sierra forest and watershed health is declining
•

•

Investment in the state's primary watershed - the Sierra Nevada - is 
needed to ensure water reliability and improve water quality. Investing to 
reduce the risk of catastrophic fire, restore meadows, address legacy 
toxins like mercury, and protect natural lands from conversion to other 
uses, will preserve Sierra benefits that are shared statewide.



&ŝƌĞ�ƚŚƌĞĂƚ�ĂŶĚ��ĂůŝĨŽƌŶŝĂΖƐ�tĂƚĞƌ
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dŚĞ�SŝĞƌƌĂ�EĞǀĂĚĂ�ŝƐ�ƚŚĞ�primary source of water�ĨŽƌ�ƚŚĞ�California State 
tater Wroject ;StWͿ͕�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ĚĞůŝǀĞƌƐ�ǁĂƚĞƌ�ƚŽ�ƚǁŽͲƚŚŝƌĚƐ�ŽĨ��ĂůŝĨŽƌŶŝĂΖƐ�
ƉŽƉƵůĂƚŝŽŶ͘�dŚĞ�SŝĞƌƌĂ�ŝƐ��ĂůƐŽ�Ă�major contributor�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�federal Central 
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ŚŽƵƐĞŚŽůĚƐ͘��ĞĐĂĚĞƐ�ŽĨ�ĨŝƌĞ�ƐƵƉƌĞƐƐŝŽŶ͕�Ă�ĐŚĂŶŐŝŶŐ�ĐůŝŵĂƚĞ͕�ĂŶĚ�Ă�ƐŚŽƌƚĂŐĞ�ŽĨ�
ĨŽƌĞƐƚ�ƌĞƐƚŽƌĂƚŝŽŶ�ĞĨĨŽƌƚƐ�ŚĂǀĞ�ůĞĚ�ƚŽ�ĐƵƌƌĞŶƚ�ƵŶŚĞĂůƚŚǇ�ĐŽŶĚŝƚŝŽŶƐ�ŝŶ�ŵĂŶǇ�ŽĨ�
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dŚĞ�map to the left�ŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚƐ�ƚŚĞ�current fire threat�ŝŶ�ǁĂƚĞƌƐŚĞĚƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ĂƌĞ�
ŵĂũŽƌ�ĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚŽƌƐ�ƚŽ��ĂůŝĨŽƌŶŝĂΖƐ�ǁĂƚĞƌ�ƐƵƉƉůǇ͘�&ŝƌĞ�ƚŚƌĞĂƚ�ŝƐ�ƚŚĞ�ůŝŬůŝŚŽŽĚ�ŽĨ�Ă�
ĨŝƌĞ�ƚŽ�ƐƚĂƌƚ�ĐŽŵďŝŶĞĚ�ǁŝƚŚ�ƚŚĞ�ƉŽƚĞŶƚŝĂů�ĚĂŵĂŐĞ�Ă�ĨŝƌĞ�ŵŝŐŚƚ�ŚĂǀĞ�ŽŶ�ƚŚĞ�
ůĂŶĚƐĐĂƉĞ͘
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The Sierra Nevada Conservancy is a state agency that carries out a mission of protecting the 

environment and economy in a complementary fashion across 25 million acres, one-quarter of 

the state. To learn more, please visit the Sierra Nevada Conservancy Web site. 

Fire is a major contributor to sediment that 
reduces storage capacity and the amount of 

water available for urban and agricultural 
users around the state. 

According to a modeling exercise by the US 
Geological Survey:

dŚĞ�Zŝŵ�&ŝƌĞ͕�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ďƵƌŶĞĚ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƌƵŐŐĞĚ�ĐĂŶǇŽŶƐ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�SƚĂŶŝƐůĂƵƐ�EĂƚŝŽŶĂů�&ŽƌĞƐƚ�ĂŶĚ�zŽƐĞŵŝƚĞ�EĂƚŝŽŶĂů�WĂƌŬ͕�
ŝůůƵƐƚƌĂƚĞƐ�ďŽƚŚ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĞĞĚ�ƚŽ�ĂĚĚƌĞƐƐ�ĞǆŝƐƚŝŶŐ�ĨŽƌĞƐƚ�ĐŽŶĚŝƚŝŽŶƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ĚŝƌĞĐƚ�ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉ�ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ�ƚŚĞ�SŝĞƌƌĂ�EĞǀĂĚĂ�ĂŶĚ�
ƚŚĞ�ƌĞƐƚ�ŽĨ��ĂůŝĨŽƌŶŝĂ͗

Over 120 California reservoirs have 
capacities reduced to less than 20% of 
original capacity
190 reservoirs have less than 50% of original 
capacity remaining

•

•

• KŶ��ƵŐƵƐƚ�Ϯϯ͕�ϮϬϭϯ�GŽǀĞƌŶŽƌ��ƌŽǁŶ�ĚĞĐůĂƌĞĚ�Ă�state of
emergency for the City of San Francisco�ĚƵĞ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ƚŚƌĞĂƚ�ƚŚĂƚ
ƚŚĞ�ĨŝƌĞ�ƉŽƐĞĚ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŝƚǇΖƐ�ĚƌŝŶŬŝŶŐ�ǁĂƚĞƌ�ĂŶĚ�ƉŽǁĞƌ�ƐƵƉƉůǇ�Ăƚ
,ĞƚĐŚ�,ĞƚĐŚǇ�ZĞƐĞƌǀŽŝƌ

• dŚĞ�Zŝŵ�ĨŝƌĞ�ďƵƌŶĞĚ�ƐŽ�ŚŽƚ�ŝŶ�ƐŽŵĞ�ĂƌĞĂƐ�Ͳ�five times hotter 
than boiling water�Ͳ�ůĞĂǀŝŶŐ�ůĂƌŐĞ�ĂƌĞĂƐ�ǁŝƚŚŽƵƚ�ĂŶǇ�ůŝǀŝŶŐ�
ǀĞŐĞƚĂƚŝŽŶ͘�dŚĞƐĞ�ΗŚŝŐŚ�ďƵƌŶΗ�ĂƌĞĂƐ�ĂƌĞ�more erosionͲprone͘

dŚĞ�Zŝŵ�&ŝƌĞΖƐ�impacts will be long term͘��ĞŶǀĞƌ�tĂƚĞƌ�ŝƐ�Ɛƚŝůů�
ƐƉĞŶĚŝŶŐ�millions of dollars�ƚŽ�ƐƚĞŵ�ĞƌŽƐŝŽŶ�12 years after�ƚŚĞ�
,ĂǇŵĂŶ�&ŝƌĞ�ďƵƌŶĞĚ�ĂĐƌŽƐƐ�Ϯϭϱ�ƐƋƵĂƌĞ�ŵŝůĞƐ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ĨŽŽƚŚŝůůƐ�
ƐŽƵƚŚ�ŽĨ��ĞŶǀĞƌ͘�dŚĞ�Zŝŵ�&ŝƌĞ�ĐŽŶƐƵŵĞĚ�ŶĞĂƌůǇ�Ϯ�ƚŝŵĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ĂƌĞĂ�
Ăƚ�ϰϬϮ�ƐƋƵĂƌĞ�ŵŝůĞƐ͘

Estimating reservoir sedimentation rates at large spatial - and 
temporal - scales: a case study of California, USGS




