
  
  

 

 

 
 
Five-Year Water Board Process Comes Up Short For Rivers during Historic Drought  
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(Sacramento, CA) Today the State Water Resources Control Board rejected the urgent appeal of a diverse coalition 
of conservation, tribal and fishing groups to formally recognize severely over-diverted rivers and streams in 
Northern California as “impaired” under the Clean Water Act. In doing so, the State Water Board denied local 
groups important tools needed to combat long-standing problems that the drought is now exacerbating.   
 
"Rivers and streams in the Klamath Basin have been sucked dry because state regulators won’t enforce existing 
laws,” said Konrad Fisher of Klamath Riverkeeper. “This hurts businesses, recreation, tribal members who depend 
on the river for food and cultural traditions, and all of us who believe in our hearts that rivers should have water.” 
 
The Clean Water Act requires states to identify waterways as “impaired” if pollutants impact uses such as for 
drinking, swimming, fishing and habitat. This then triggers a pollution clean-up plan. The Act also allows states to 
identify waterways as “impaired” due to over-diversion that results in flows too low to support fish and other uses. 
Numerous states already identify waterways as “impaired” due to low flow and are acting on that identification to 
put more water back into waterways. Today, the State Water Board chose to reject this important tool, despite staff 
findings of low flows in several rivers.  
  
“The Administration is offering plans to get water back into waterways years in the future, but rivers are dry right 
now,” said Linda Sheehan of Earth Law Center. “Despite facing another year of drought, the State Water Board 
rejected a clear opportunity to help keep the water fish desperately need where they need it – in the stream.” 
 
The decision was a blow to Northern California waterways such as the Scott and Shasta Rivers, which suffer from 
extremely low to no flow, including during salmon spawning seasons. At Wednesday’s hearing, attendees carried 
large photos of waterways that have been reduced to a trickle, contending that now is not the time for agency 
inaction.  

 
Just one week ago, a statewide survey revealed that California’s April 1 snowpack is a dismal five percent of the 
historic average. Governor Brown issued an Executive Order specifically recognizing “degraded habitat for many 
fish and wildlife species” as one of California’s “urgent challenges.” In light of these threats, California cannot 
afford to throw any waterway-saving tools away. “The failure to list a single river as ‘flow impaired’ is to pretend 
there is no problem,” said Zeke Grader of the Pacific Coast Federation of Fishermen’s Associations. “The latest 
snowpack survey underscores that we need to pull our heads out of the sand before we run out of air, and before 
salmon run out of water.” 
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