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Birds enjoy the habitat near the Bidwell River State Recreation Area this week. Bill Husa — Enterprise-Record 

 

Nothing has been normal when it comes to water supplies over the past several years. 

Normally, rice farmers in the Sacramento Valley have access to water in the late fall and early winter to flood 
their fields after harvest. 

Right now, migrating waterfowl are looking for wet places to land and feed. 

Drought, however, means less winter water available for fields and less water for those hungry birds. 

This week, several Sacramento River farm water districts finalized a deal with the federal Bureau of 
Reclamation to use water later in the year, to provide water for birds in November. 

The water is left over from the growing season and normally would need to have been used by October, when 
the contracts for the water season end. 

Usually, these same growers would have additional water to flood land during the winter months, but that 
water has been cut off this year due to the extended drought. 

Over the growing season, some farmers used wells on their property. Many others saved as much water as 
they could through summer. Also, some land was not planted. 

The result is that about 50,000 acre-feet of water had not been used by the end of the growing season. 

The water districts asked the Bureau if that water could be used in November through Dec. 10 when there 
would be the greatest benefit to birds. 

Of the eight districts, the largest allocation will go to the Glenn-Colusa Irrigation District, 24,370 acre-feet. 
Others include the Princeton-Codora-Glenn Irrigation District (3,249 acre-feet) and Provident Irrigation 
District (5,280 acre-feet). 

http://www.chicoer.com/article/NA/20151029/NEWS/151029698#author1


One acre-foot of water is 325,851 gallons, enough to fill an acre of land a foot deep with water. 

Bird groups, including Audubon California, California Waterfowl Association, Ducks Unlimited and the 
Nature Conservancy, lauded the plan to delay the use of the 50,000 acre-feet of water. 

Refuges in Northern California had their water cut back 25 percent his year, and about 20 percent less rice 
was planted, a letter of support from the bird groups states. 

Before the drought, about 300,000 acres of land was flooded for birds. Only about 100,000 acres of that rice 
land is expected to be wet this year, the letter continues. 

Right now, birds are in large numbers on refuges, said Lewis Bair, manager of Reclamation District 108, based 
in Grimes southwest of Yuba City. 

The best time to use that leftover 50,000 acre-feet of water is going to be in November, Bair said. 

 Advertisement 
Normally, the irrigation districts would need to use the water now. Farmers, in fact, prefer to use the water 
now when it’s warm. The warm water helps speed up the decomposition of rice straw. 

With water limited, “We’ve been working with (groups) and saying what’s the best time to deliver that water 
for birds. It would be mid-November,” Bair said. 

If it rains, even better, he said. 

Shane Hunt, spokesperson for the Bureau of Reclamation’s Mid-Pacific Region, said the program allows the 
water to be drawn out of the river more slowly, rather than hurrying to flood the land before October. Salmon 
are spawning in the river in early October, and having more water at that time is critical, Hunt said. 

Landowners who farm within the districts were offered a chance to participate, explained Thad Bettner, 
manager of Glenn-Colusa Irrigation District. The request by wildlife managers was that landowners not 
disturb the land too much. After rice is harvested, some of the grain remains in the field. The hope, Bettner 
said, is that as much rice as possible will be there for the birds to eat this winter. 

Winter water also provides water for duck hunting clubs in Northern California. 
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