
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 finding win-win solutions when it comes to managing the 
Kern River’s limited water resources. Everyone would love to see a free-flowing river through Bakersfield, but it’s 
not as simple turning on your tap. All parties that rely on the Kern need to have a say in the solution, because it’s 
not “us. vs. them,” it’s “us and them,” and we all have a stake in Kern’s future. 

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.

How do ongoing drought cycles affect the Kern River? 
Even with recent rain, Kern County and California as a whole remain in drought conditions. Scientists anticipate 
the overall trend of a drier, warmer climate for the state will continue. 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.

How does the Kern River support the region’s thriving agricultural economy?
Kern County is the nation’s breadbasket, and the Kern River is the reason. 59,700 farmers and 4,900 food 
manufacturers who make up 20% of the county’s workforce (2020) support the region’s $7.6 billion in crop value 
(2020). With over 250 different crops grown on 731,000 acres of irrigated crop land, the value of maintaining an 
adequate water supply for Kern’s farmers cannot be overstated.
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How is the Kern River important to the historically disadvantaged communities who 
rely on it? 
Reliable access to Kern River water is vital to the economic prosperity and well-being of Kern County’s communities, 
and this need is even more pronounced in small-town, disadvantaged communities including Shafter, Arvin, 
Lamont, and parts of Bakersfield. In Wasco, nearly one third of all residents work in the agricultural economy. 
Changes to the management of the Kern River could devastate these communities, who rely on the river as their 
main source of economic growth.

How does the Kern River support wildlife and the environment?
Flowing out of Sequoia National Park & Sequoia National Forest, the Kern Wild & Scenic River supports wildlife and 
ecosystem habitats. River water is also used to support sustainable groundwater projects that will yield significant 
environmental benefits. Sending more water downstream through Bakersfield will have significant implications 

on these ecosystems upstream. 

How does the Kern River support recreational opportunities throughout Kern County?
From the snow-capped peaks of Mt. Whitney down the forks of the Kern River, winding through the Wild & Scenic 
Kern River of the Sequoia National Park & Forest, the waters of the Kern River support Lake Isabella, Lake Ming, 
Hart Park and Buena Vista Lake, and other recreation amenities. All of these recreation amenities depend on 
current Kern River flows to support whitewater rafting, boating, kayaking, fishing, swimming, family picnics and 
other activities that are key contributors to Kern’s economy – providing 23,000 local jobs and about $5.6 million in 
wages annually.

How can we work together towards a more sustainable Kern River? 
The only way to ensure a sustainable Kern River for generations to come is to work together. With so much at 
stake, from the region’s agricultural economy to the health & recreation of so many historically disadvantaged 
communities to critical wildlife habitat and recreation, we must collaboratively work through the opportunities 
and tradeoffs in any new river management structure. Particularly further upstream, there are clear and present 
opportunities for us to come together and make responsible improvements that can restore ecosystems, sustain 
the river, and continue growing food for the world.
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