
T 
wo-hundred years ago most of the Delta was a 
vast wetland that was slightly above sea level.  
Early settlers built an intricate levee system to 

create dry “islands” suitable for farming. Since then 
many of the Delta soils have deeply subsided. 

Today, many Delta tracts are well below the level of the 
water in adjacent channels, and a rising sea level will 
only worsen the differential.  While the occasional levee 
break is a fact of Delta life, multiple failures could bring 
disaster to the Delta landscape, economy, ecosystem 
and infrastructure. 

There are more than 1,000 miles of different kinds of 
levees in the Delta providing various levels of protection 
and in varying condi-
tions.  Since the 1970s 
the State has com-
mitted approximately 
$700 million to levee 
operations, mainte-
nance and improve-
ment based on the 
objective of improving 
all levees to a single 
standard of protection. 

The Delta Reform Act of 2009 called on the Delta  
Stewardship Council to lead a multi-agency effort to  
rethink those efforts and instead suggest a long-term 
approach through which limited State funds are used for 
improvements critical to State interests. 

The Levee Investment Strategy will integrate economics 
and engineering to identify state funding priorities for 
Delta levees. This will be developed over the next 18 
months, working with state agencies, local Reclamation 
Districts, and with Delta landowners and stakeholders. 
The  Strategy will use the best available data, research, 
and lessons learned from other state and local programs 
and planning efforts. 

Objectives 

1. Create a comprehensive strategy for prioritizing 
limited state funding for Delta levees to ensure 
that the state has a coordinated and systematic  
approach for targeting the improvement of public 
safety, ecosystem conditions, and economic  
sustainability in this region.  Includes: 

 Extensive stakeholder and public engagement  

 Independent peer review of methods to  
ensure best available science 

 CEQA compliance 

 Recommendations for investment priorities 
and a planning tool that can be used for future 
planning/investment purposes as  
circumstances change.  

2. Recommend priorities for state investments in 
Delta levees based on an island-by-island risk  
analysis that factors in state interests, assets,  
categories of beneficiaries, risks, environmental 
impacts, and stakeholder input.   

3. Identify appropriate level of flood protection 
based on flood risk tolerance and guided by existing 
federal, state and local agency criteria, regulations 
and legislation, e.g., FEMA recovery standards. 

4. Propose appropriate cost-allocation among those 
who benefit from the protection provided by Delta 
levees.  Develop this proposal in conjunction with 
the Delta Protection Commission’s Delta Risk  
Management Assessment District Feasibility Study.  

Stay Involved! 

For more information about the Delta Levee Investment 
Strategy and the Delta Stewardship Council’s role visit: 

http://deltacouncil.ca.gov/leveestrategy 
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Home built above expected flood elevations survives the 
Walnut Grove flood, San Joaquin County, Winter 1997 
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T 
he State currently contributes massively to 
levee costs throughout the Delta, but on a not 
very systematic basis. The Council’s Delta Plan 

offers broad principles: Urban areas come first; special 
attention must be paid to levees guarding roads and 
energy facilities; the channels through which water 
flows toward export pumps require protection, as 
does the pipeline that brings Sierra water across the 
Delta for the East Bay Municipal Utility District. Levees 
on the western islands, whose failure could bring 
salinity deep into the Delta, are also of high concern.  

The Levee Investment Strategy will build on these 
principles, as well as on earlier work done by the 
Department of Water Resources to assess risks to 
Delta levees. Together with its partners, the Council 
will assess, island by island, the state of levees, the 
degree of subsidence, the extent and value of assets 
to be protected, and the cost of long-term defense. 
The result will be a tiered priority list for State levee 

investments. The Strategy will also enhance the 
coordination of levee operations and maintenance to 
help make funding more certain. 

Why is this different? 

The Levee Investment Strategy will give guidance for 
investing State funds in a manner that looks beyond 
the value of assets directly behind a levee and 
considers the interconnection of these assets not only 
to the Delta, but also to California’s water supply, 
transportation, electrical and gas transmission 
systems and the overall health of the environment.  

A partnership approach 

Participants in the project include: the Delta 
Protection Commission, Reclamation Districts, local 
government agencies, the Central Valley Flood 
Protection Board, the California Department of Water 
Resources, and the California Water Commission.    

Investment strategy will be based on multi-faceted assessment 
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