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America’s Most Endangered Rivers For 2014: San Joaquin River

California

Threat: Outdated water management and excessive diversions
At risk: River health and resilient communities

The San Joaquin is Central California’s largest
river, supporting endangered fish and wildlife,
communities, and one of the most productive
agricultural regions in the world. However, the
river is so overtapped that it runs completely dry
in stretches, threatening water quality, endanger-
ing fish and wildlife, creating uncertainty for
farmers, and leaving communities vulnerable in
the face of more frequent and severe droughts.
The California Water Resources Control Board
must act this year to increase flows in the San Joaquin so that the watershed is healthy
enough to support fish and wildlife, sustainable agriculture, and resilient communities
for generations to come.

The River

The San Joaquin River and its principal tributaries— the Merced, the Tuolumne, and the
Stanislaus— originate on the high slopes of the southern Sierra Nevada, and flow
through the fertile San Joaquin Valley south of Sacramento. For millennia, the cool wa-
ters of these rivers sustained the southernmost runs of king salmon and vast wetlands
that supported millions of waterfowl, herds of tule elk, and even grizzly bear.

Today, approximately four million people live in the San Joaquin watershed. These
rivers support some of the most productive and profitable agriculture in the world, irri-
gating more than two million acres of arid land. The rivers also generate over 3,000
megawatts of hydropower, provide drinking water to over 4.5 million people (including
the City of San Francisco), and support numerous endangered or declining species.
From the headwaters, including Yosemite National Park, to the mouth at the San Fran-


