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For my presentation today, I’d like to talk first about the Delta Narratives public history project [that you have just heard about] and, second, about the current state of affairs regarding the protection of the Delta, particularly in terms of the proposed Delta Tunnels Project.
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Presentation Notes
Historically, the Delta has been little known—and even lesser understood—by the vast majority of Californians. Few people outside the Delta think of the region as a distinct place, with a rich history, vibrant communities, and a thriving economy. This lack of understanding of the Delta, combined with its sparse population—primarily clustered in a handful of riverside towns—has made it difficult to muster political support for its protection.
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With all this in mind, my colleagues and I from several universities developed a proposal for a public history project that would tell the Delta’s important story from a variety of perspectives: environmental, agro-economic, cultural, and literary. In addition, archivists on the project team would help us locate sources in their collections housed in and around the Delta, and would later use our narratives to develop exhibits highlighting the region's complex history.



“Delta Narratives: 
Saving the 
Historical and 
Cultural Heritage 
of the Sacramento-
San Joaquin Delta”

Presenter
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In 2014 we submitted our proposal, titled “Delta Narratives: Saving the Historical and Cultural Heritage of the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta,” to the Delta Protection Commission, which funded the project for 2014-2015. Collaborating throughout the year, we each delved through the Delta’s numerous archives and created individually-authored monographs on the region's history. We also held regular meetings with stakeholders in the region, including local historical societies, museums, libraries, and conservancies, at which we presented our research-in-progress and solicited and received extensive and useful feedback from local experts. In June 2015 we presented our final research at a policy conference in Sacramento.



http://www.delta.ca.gov/
Delta_Narratives.htm
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The four narratives, which average 25,000 to 30,000 words, are now publicly available on the Delta Protection Commission’s website. [http://www.delta.ca.gov/Delta_Narratives.htm] I’d like to very briefly describe each of the narratives. 



“Managing the 
Garden: 
Agriculture, 
Reclamation, and 
Restoration in the 
Sacramento-San 
Joaquin Delta”
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My own narrative, “Managing the Garden: Agriculture, Reclamation, and Restoration in the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta” examines land and water use in the Delta from prehistory to the beginning of the twenty-first century. The paper examines Delta reclamation and agricultural development from the time of California statehood in 1850 through about the 1930s, by which time almost all the Delta and its wetlands had been reclaimed. It explores the challenges of levee building, which was carried out at first by hand and later by mechanized equipment, most notably clamshell dredges, as pictured here. Once reclaimed, Delta mineral and peat soils yielded a wide variety of agricultural products, making the Delta the “garden” of California. My paper also examines the history of the once prosperous salmon fishing and canning industries in the Delta before turning more broadly to the twentieth-century federal and state water projects that have significantly degraded water quality in the Delta and threatened native species with extinction. It concludes with late-twentieth century conservation efforts that have successfully restored parts of the Delta, even while the heart of the Delta continues to grapple with seemingly intractable issues of water quality and water conveyance.



“Stitching a River Culture: Trade, Transportation and 
Communication in the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta”
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The second narrative, by William Swagerty and Reuben Smith of the University of the Pacific, “Stitching a River Culture: Trade, Transportation and Communication in the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta,” details the development of infrastructure that Delta reclamation required and examines how a distinctly river-based community developed in the Delta. By the mid-19th century, steam powered water transport made the region accessible and, during the early 20th century, the Delta was gradually restructured as bridges carrying trains and trucks increasingly superseded water-based transportation. The Delta was home to a great deal of technological innovation, including the development of specialty tractors, including the well-known Caterpillar tractor, required to exploit the Delta’s soft but incredibly fertile peat soils. Overall, by the early 20th century, the Delta and its surrounding cities of Stockton and Sacramento evolved into an innovative hub in the service of agriculture, inventing and refining equipment later used worldwide for planting, harvesting, packing, and transporting a wide range of crops.



“Building Communities in the Sacramento-San Joaquin 
Delta: Economics and Ethnicity”
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The people of the Delta who carried out all this work were divided into numerous ethnic groups, each with a rich history, the legacy of which can still be seen and felt in the region. This topic is explored in the third essay, by Jennifer Helzer of CSU Stanislaus, “Building Communities in the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta: Economics and Ethnicity.” Delta towns developed distinctive immigrant communities of Portuguese, Italians, Sikhs, Filipinos, Japanese, Chinese, and Mexicans, to name only the most prominent groups. The Chinese, notably, created an entire town, Locke, which is now a National Historic Landmark District. Many immigrants came to the Delta with specialized skills; they and their communities remained only as long as there was economic demand for their skills. Thus, community building was linked to the demands for labor.



“Literature and Visual Arts of the Delta”
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Our final essay, “Literature and Visual Arts of the Delta,” by Gregg Camfield of UC Merced, takes a more eclectic approach to Delta history as it examines perceptions of the Delta by writers and artists. Mid-20th century poets like William Everson, part of the San Francisco Renaissance, praised the subtle natural elegance of the Delta landscape even after reclamation. Joan Didion, however, captured the dark side of pursuing the American Dream, writing about the dependence of the Delta on powerful institutions outside the control of local residents.



Proposed Delta Tunnels
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Despite its seminal role in California history, eight decades of hydrological engineering of the Delta by California’s massive Central Valley Project and State Water Project have created the public perception that the Delta is simply a mechanistic place through which water is transported to the San Joaquin Valley and the cities of southern California. This notion is currently being reinforced by the Delta Tunnels Project, a modern version of the failed Peripheral Canal project of a generation ago. Under this multi-billion-dollar plan, current methods of exporting water southward through Delta channels would be superseded by underground twin tunnels 40 feet in diameter and approximately 35 miles in length that could transport up to 9,000 cubic feet per second (cfs) south of the Delta, or more than 6.5 million acre-feet per year if utilized to full capacity, far greater than the recent pre-drought average exports from the Delta of between 5 and 6 million acre feet per year. The tunnels have become the most contested issue in California water politics in recent years, and the outcome remains uncertain, even as Delta residents fiercely contest the plan.[5 and 6 maf = 6906 cfs and 8288 cfs]



Metropolitan Water District of Southern California’s  
April 2016 Purchase of 5 Delta Islands
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But Delta residents are up against formidable forces, including Governor Brown and other state officials who have been pushing the tunnels project for years, even in the face of numerous lawsuits that contend that the project will be harmful to the Delta; agribusiness interests in the San Joaquin Valley, such as the Kern County Water Agency that are placing tens of thousands of new acres into orchard crops, thereby increasing hard demand for water, even in the face of drought; and, most recently, the Metropolitan Water District of Southern California, which has just this month contracted to purchase five islands in the heart of the Delta so as to remove obstacles to the tunnel’s construction, as pictured here. Although one argument in support of the tunnels is that it would reduce or eliminate the problem of fish being entrained and killed at Delta pumps, I would argue that, in the bigger picture, this attempt at further engineering California’s hydrology works against the development of more sustainable water use in California. The tunnels would further lock us all into an unsustainable status quo of excessive water transfers south of the Delta, while the Delta ecosystem continues to collapse.
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I’ll conclude with this cartoon and a bit of humor. It demonstrates the fears and suspicions of Delta residents about the tunnels project and the purchase of the Delta islands. And it is exactly this point—that Delta voices are not being heard in this political battle—that explains why there is a need to call attention to the Delta and its protection. Thank you.
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