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Presentation from San Francisco Estuary Institute on its 
Delta Historical Ecology Report 

 
 
Summary:  The San Francisco Estuary Institute (SFEI) has released a publication on 
the historical ecology and landscapes of the Delta entitled “Sacramento-San Joaquin 
Delta Historical Ecology Investigation: Exploring Pattern and Process.” Through a 
comprehensive study of historical maps, photographs and other references, SFEI’s 
work documents the transformation of the Delta from the days of early settlement, and 
was conducted to “provide foundational information needed to develop sound large-
scale restoration efforts in the Delta.” The project was funded by the California 
Department of Fish and Game (CDFG) Ecosystem Restoration Program (ERP). Two of 
the co-authors, Alison Whipple and Robin Grossinger, will provide an overview of this 
document at the November 15 Council meeting.  
 
 
Background 
 
In August 2012, the San Francisco Estuary Institute (SFEI) published a document on 
the historical ecology and landscapes of the Delta entitled “Sacramento-San Joaquin 
Delta Historical Ecology Investigation: Exploring Pattern and Process.” A detailed 
methodology of the historical reconstruction is followed by an examination of differences 
in geomorphology, hydrology, and ecology among the North, Central and South Delta 
regions. The authors recommend integrating information provided in the report with 
contemporary research, monitoring, and ecological theory “in order to more explicitly 
link landscape pattern and process to ecological functions provided.”   
 
“This masterpiece of historical ecology will be widely used by policymakers and 
scientists because it provides a detailed, painstakingly crafted description of the Delta of 
the past – a benchmark from which we will measure the success of programs to rebuild 
habitats and ecological functions lost over the past century and a half,” said Jim Cloern, 
a Senior Research Scientist at the U.S. Geological Survey in Menlo Park, who was not 
part of the research team. 

Main Points 

 A diverse array of habitat types was found within the historical Delta  
 The Delta consisted of multiple landscapes 
 Landscape-scale habitat patterns were a reflection of the Delta’s broad physical 

gradients and landforms 
 The  historical landscapes exhibited gradual transition zones 
 The Delta is unique in its shape 
 Temporal variability was overlaid on a less changeable physical template 
 Seasonal variation was expressed differently in different Delta landscapes 
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 A small percentage of the “natural” habitats within the Delta today remains of the 

former landscape. 
 Human modifications of the landscape occurred early in the Delta 
 
Electronic versions of the document can be found at the link provided below: 
http://www.sfei.org/DeltaHEStudy 
 
Contact 
 
Sam Harader, Program Manager     Phone:  (916) 445-5466 
Delta Stewardship Council Science Program 
 
 
 


