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Portions of the San Joaquin Valley floor are sinking nearly two inches per month as farmers pump ever more
groundwater during California’s extended drought, according to a NASA study released Wednesday.

The report, generated by NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory for the state Department of Water Resources,
sheds new light on the phenomenon known as subsidence.

“Because of increased pumping, groundwater levels are reaching record lows – up to 100 feet lower than
previous records,” said DWR Director Mark Cowin in a prepared statement. “As extensive groundwater
pumping continues, the land is sinking more rapidly and this puts nearby infrastructure at greater risk of
costly damage.”

Land near Corcoran, in the Tulare basin, sank 13 inches in one eight-month period, the report said.
Researchers found that a stretch near the California Aqueduct, one of the main arteries of the State Water
Project, sank eight inches in a four-month stretch last year. A spot near Arbuckle in Yolo County sank 5
inches during the last half of 2014.

Farmers have been pumping groundwater furiously the past few years to make up for constricted deliveries
from the State Water Project and the federal government’s Central Valley Project. A report earlier this week
by UC Davis said farmers are pumping an additional 6 million acre-feet of groundwater this year compared
to usual. The state Legislature approved a groundwater management law last fall, requiring local
governments to regulate pumping, but the regulations won’t take effect until 2020 in most cases.

“Groundwater acts as a savings account to provide supplies during drought, but the NASA report shows the
consequences of excessive withdrawals as we head into the fifth year of historic drought,” Cowin said. “We
will work together with counties, local water districts and affected communities to identify ways to slow the
rate of subsidence and protect vital infrastructure such as canals, pumping stations, bridges and wells.”

Subsidence is hardly new. Massive groundwater pumping caused an area near Mendota to sink some 28 feet
over a 50-year period ending in the 1970s. Scientists say the drought is worsening the problem.

The water agency said its own surveys found stretches of Fresno, Kings and Kern counties sank more than
one and a quarter feet in two years. The agency will conduct a new survey specifically focused on the
California Aqueduct, which delivers water from the Delta to portions of the San Joaquin Valley and Southern
California.

Farm groups said they don’t believe agriculture is the main threat to the state’s groundwater supply. Paul
Wenger, a Modesto almond farmer and president of the California Farm Bureau, said much of the water used
for irrigation seeps back into the ground.

“Once we put water in the ground, it’s not going to evaporate,” he said in an interview earlier this week. “It’s
kind of there.”

Letting farmers have their fair share of surface water to put on their crops would do much to restore
groundwater supplies, Wenger said.

Doug Verboon, a Hanford walnut farmer and Kings County supervisor, said he’s gotten fierce pushback



from other farmers when he’s suggested imposing restrictions on drilling new groundwater wells on land that
hasn’t been farmed before.

“As a farmer, I like to see ground being farmed...but we’re kind of hurting ourselves because we only have
‘X’ number of gallons of water that we can farm with, and we’re developing more and more acres that we
farm.”

The NASA researchers said subsidence can have wide-ranging effects on the land. “Roads can be broken by
fissures, pipelines have been exhumed, and the slope of the land can be altered, changing drainage patterns,”
the researchers wrote.


