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ABSTRACT: 
 
Throughout the west, conflicts between water use and protection of fishes are 
escalating.  Aquatic ecosystems and fisheries verge on collapse, unquestionably the 
result of decades of dams, diversions and channelization, while demands for the water 
upon which these valuable biological resources depend continue to increase.  In 
California’s highly altered and exploited Sacramento-San Joaquin watershed, the 
result has been multiple Endangered Species Act listings for resident and anadromous 
fishes, legal battles over river management, and controversial regulatory restrictions on 
water exports.  Recovery and protection of fishes in this large and complex system 
whose water resources are already over-allocated for consumptive use presents an 
enormous challenge and will require multiple, long-term, integrated actions.  
Minimizing the direct impacts of water management operations on fishes, for example, 
reducing fish losses at water diversions by installation of fish screens, is certainly part 
of the solution.  However, for many species that use this watershed, population levels 
are most strongly correlated with the amounts and timing of freshwater flows.  
Therefore, the key to species recovery will be understanding the mechanisms 
underlying these population-flow patterns and developing strategies to provide the 
flow-related environmental conditions critical for their needs.  Recent experiences and 
experiments, including Delta water quality standards based on habitat and flow 
conditions rather than chemical constituents, an Environmental Water Account 
designed to provide real-time protection for fishes that stray too close to water export 
pumps, and an historic attempt to restore the San Joaquin River, dry for more than 50 
years, illustrate some of the opportunities and pitfalls of trying to reconcile of these 
conflicts. 
 
 


