SUSTAINABLE KERN RIVER COALITION:

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS
What is the Sustainable Kern River Coalition?
The Sustainable Kern River Coalition is a regional group of water users, community members, business interests
and agricultural organizations who are committed to protecting and maintaining Kern River water supplies for the
families, farms, small businesses and disadvantaged communities that depend on it. The Kern River water supplies
are managed according to the law of the river – our historic water rights system that allocates the Kern River’s
finite water supply to the region’s long-established water users so it can be responsibly managed to its highest
and best uses. As extended droughts continue to negatively impact the available water supply in the Kern River,
the Sustainable Kern River Coalition works to promote collaborative solutions to sustainably manage this crucial
water supply so it can continue to meet the needs of the farmers and communities who are the foundation of Kern
County’s identity and economic success.

Who uses Kern River Water and what do they use it for?
The Kern River works hard to satisfy a diverse array of needs — from farming and the growth of historically
disadvantaged communities like Shafter and Wasco, to urban demands, maintenance of our over-drafted
groundwater basin, support for fisheries and recreation throughout the region. All are beneficial water uses, but
as we’re confronted with a decline in available surface water supply due to extended droughts and highly variable
hydrology, all water users must do more with less.

How is the Kern River important to the region’s thriving agricultural economy?
The importance of reliable access to the Kern River water supply cannot be overstated. The Kern River
supports Kern’s agricultural economy and identity as the nation’s bread basket – 59,700 farmers and 4,900 food
manufacturers who make up 20% of the county’s workforce (2020) and support the region’s $7.6 billion in crop
value (2020).

How is the Kern River important to historically disadvantaged communities like Shafter
& Wasco?
For decades, local water agencies have managed surface water from the Kern River to benefit surrounding
communities, including Shafter and Wasco. These communities have worked tirelessly to improve quality of life
for residents through strong economic development and responsible growth, and these pursuits require a steady
water supply. Whether it’s drinking water support for families and local businesses, or irrigation water for the
farmland that provides food security and local jobs, the livelihood and prosperity of residents in these towns are
directly tied to a predictable and sustainable source of Kern River water.
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How does the Kern River help balance and maintain the region’s over-drafted
groundwater basin?
Local water agencies use surface water from the Kern River to recharge the groundwater basin in wet years so
that water is available to pump out of the ground for use in dry years. But droughts in California are increasing in
frequency and duration and unfortunately becoming our new normal. If Kern County is to meet the goal established
by the 2014 Sustainable Groundwater Management Act (SGMA) to balance our over-drafted groundwater basin by
2040, we must maintain the rights and access to the Kern River that these local water agencies rely on to replenish
the basin.

How does the Kern River support recreational opportunities throughout the region?
Lake Isabella, Lake Ming, Buena Vista Lake and Hart Park all depend on flows from the Kern River to support
whitewater rafting, boating, kayaking, fishing, swimming and other recreational activities that are key contributors
to Kern County’s tourism economy – providing 23,000 local jobs and about $5.6 million in wages annually.

Does the Kern River support our environment and native fish populations?
Water from the Kern River currently supports the rearing and releasing of Kern River Rainbow Trout from the Kern
River Hatchery located along the river just north of Lake Isabella. River water is also used to support sustainable
groundwater projects that will yield significant environmental benefits, such as alleviating stress on endangered
and threatened species.

What impact have extended droughts and the Kern River’s highly unpredictable
hydrology had on available water supplies?
Right now, 89% of Kern County is experiencing exceptional drought conditions and the river is at its lowest level
since the devastating 2015 drought, with only 25% of average flow to date. Without access to water, fields are forced
to fallow, orchards are removed and crop yields remain low. Local water agencies are forced to rely more heavily
on groundwater reserves to meet customer demand, making SGMA implementation more difficult. There is less
water available in Lake Isabella to release for environmental, aesthetic and recreational purposes. And individuals,
families and businesses are being called on to conserve as much water as they possibly can (i.e., shorter showers,
brown lawns, etc.). During times of scarcity, we are required to make trade-offs to ensure our limited Kern River
water supply is put to the highest and best use to benefit the community.

Why does the river running through Bakersfield look empty so much of the time?
The water supply in the Kern River goes through infrequent wet years followed by long periods of drought – and
the droughts are only getting longer and more intense. And while there is no question that thoughts of sending
additional water down the river to support habitat restoration or to improve aesthetics are certainly recognized
and appreciated, we also have to confront the reality that our water supply is a finite resource, particularly during
drought years. That means we must strike a balance between meeting the water needs of both people and our
environment.
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How can we address competing water needs when the Kern River’s water supply is so
limited?
We prioritize. During dry years, there simply isn’t enough water to meet the needs of the people, farmers and
historically disadvantaged communities that depend on the river, while also keeping the river flowing through
Bakersfield. The law of the river exists for this very reason – during times of scarcity, it establishes precedence for
the water users who have been responsibly and sustainably managing Kern River water for decades.

Is it possible for any water user to receive additional rights to Kern River water without
taking that water away from other users?
No. There is no way for any one user to take additional water without it coming at the expense of other users and
communities who rely on it.

How can we work together towards a Sustainable Kern River?
The Kern is a river hard at work for the hard-working people of Kern County. Making the most of the river’s limited
water resources will require us to operate from the same set of facts – there is not enough water to support a freeflowing river through Bakersfield. Doing so would necessarily come at the expense of people, farms, disadvantaged
communities, the environment and recreation industry at other places along the river. Together, we can all play
our part to sustainably manage the Kern River, and that begins with a mutual acknowledgement of the river’s
limitations and a mutual affirmation that the law of the river must be followed…always.

www.SustainableKernRiver.org

