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The Delta has always been an inherently flood-prone area with the Sacramento and San Joaquin Rivers 
collectively draining approximately 42,500 square miles of land tightly constrained by the Sierra Nevada 
to the east and Coast Range to the west. Before the rivers were modified by levees and other human 
structures, floodplains and the Delta’s low-lying islands were integral parts of the rivers’ natural 
conveyance system and therefore were regularly inundated for long periods each winter and spring. 
Improved understanding of the functions of floodplains and riparian areas is reflected in the Delta Plan’s 
policies and recommendations about expanding floodplains and protecting opportunities for habitat 
restoration.   
This presentation will examine historical flooding and sedimentation processes on the valley floor, 
including the formation and location of natural river levees, crevasses, sloughs, and flood basin lakes. 
The linkage between the geomorphic function of the Sacramento River and California’s unique 
hydrologic regime is conducive to extreme flood events, including historical “valley-filling floods”. This 
talk will identify the geomorphic context for the present-day Sacramento Valley Flood Control Project 
and discuss how key events, such as hydraulic mining and major floods in 1907 and 1909, guided early 
flood managers to develop the flood control system we see today. This may suggest how certain 
floodplain and riparian habitat functions could be restored as landscape-scale design alternatives are 
evaluated.  

Contact: Garrett Liles at (916) 445 – 5838 or garrett.liles@deltacouncil.ca.gov 
for WebEx access information or other questions.  
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