FINAL DRAFT DELTA PLAN

CHAPTER 6
IMPROVE WATER QUALITY TO PROTECT HUMAN HEALTH AND THE ENVIRONMENT
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Beneficial Uses of Water in and from the Delta
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A goal of the Delta Plan is to maintain water quality at a level that supports and enhances designated
beneficial uses. Table 6-1 lists the beneficial uses for water in the Delta as specified in the SWRCB’s
2006 Water Quality Control Plan for the San Francisco Bay/Sacramento–San Joaquin Delta Estuary
(Bay-Delta Plan).
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The most important part of any water quality discussion is identifying the existing and potential uses of
the water in question. These uses drive the level of water quality that must be attained, and what
requirements and limitations must be placed on dischargers and diverters of that water to protect those
uses. Specific discharge limitations are based on adopted science-based objectives necessary to protect
associated beneficial uses. These limitations are then included in discharge permits.

Table 6-1

Delta Water Beneficial Uses
Beneficial Use

Description

Municipal and Domestic
Supply

Uses of water for community, military, or individual water supply systems including,
but not limited to, drinking water supply.

Industrial Service Supply

Uses of water for industrial activities that do not depend primarily on water quality
including, but not limited to, mining cooling water supply, hydraulic conveyance,
gravel washing, fire protection, and oil well repressurization.

Industrial Process Supply

Uses of water for industrial activities that depend primarily on water quality.

Agricultural Supply

Uses of water for farming, horticulture, or ranching including, but not limited to,
irrigation, stock watering, or support of vegetation for range grazing.

Groundwater Recharge

Uses of water for natural or artificial recharge of groundwater for purposes of future
extraction, maintenance of water quality, or halting of saltwater intrusion into
freshwater aquifers.

Navigation

Uses of water for shipping, travel, or other transportation by private, military, or
commercial vessels.

Water Contact Recreation

Uses of water for recreational activities involving body contact with water, where
ingestion of water is reasonably possible. These include, but are not limited to,
swimming, wading, water skiing, skin and scuba diving, surfing, white-water
activities, fishing, or use of natural hot springs.

Non-contact Water
Recreation

Uses of water for recreational activities involving proximity to water, but not normally
involving body contact with water, where ingestion is reasonably possible. These
include, but are not limited to, picnicking, sunbathing, hiking, beachcombing,
camping, boating, tide pool and marine life study, hunting, sightseeing, or aesthetic
enjoyment in conjunction with the above activities.

Shellfish Harvesting

Uses of water that support habitats suitable for the collection of filter-feeding shellfish
(e.g., clams, oysters, and mussels) for human consumption, commercial, or sports
purposes.

Commercial and Sport
Fishing

Uses of water for commercial or recreational collection of fish, shellfish, or other
organisms including, but not limited to, uses involving organisms intended for human
consumption or bait purposes.

Warm Freshwater Habitat

Uses of water that support warmwater ecosystems including, but not limited to,
preservation of aquatic habitats, vegetation, fish, or wildlife, including invertebrates.

Cold Freshwater Habitat

Uses of water that support coldwater ecosystems including, but not limited to,
preservation or enhancements of aquatic habitats, vegetation, fish, or wildlife,
including invertebrates.

Migration of Aquatic
Organisms

Uses of water that support habitats necessary for migration or other temporary
activities by aquatic organisms, such as anadromous fish.
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Table 6-1

Delta Water Beneficial Uses
Beneficial Use

Description

Spawning, Reproduction,
and/or Early Development

Uses of water that support high-quality aquatic habitats suitable for reproduction and
early development of fish.

Estuarine Habitat

Uses of water that support estuarine ecosystems including, but not limited to,
preservation or enhancement of estuarine habitats, vegetation, fish, shellfish, or
wildlife (e.g., estuarine mammals, waterfowl, shorebirds).

Wildlife Habitat

Uses of water that support estuarine ecosystems including, but not limited to,
preservation and enhancement of terrestrial habitats, vegetation, wildlife (e.g.,
mammals, birds, reptiles, amphibians, invertebrates), or wildlife water and food
sources.

Rare, Threatened, or
Endangered Species

Uses of water that support habitats necessary, at least in part, for the survival and
successful maintenance of plant or animal species established under State or federal
law as being rare, threatened, or endangered.

Source: SWRCB 2006
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Factors Influencing Water Quality in the Delta
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This section provides an overview of factors that influence water quality in the Delta and existing water
quality regulations. Water quality in the Delta is influenced by factors such as:

4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26

♦
♦
♦
♦
♦
♦
♦
♦
♦

Freshwater inflows and outflows
In-Delta land use
Dredging
The Delta levee system
Tides
Point source inputs of pollutants
Nonpoint source inputs of pollutants
In-Delta water use
Export diversions and operations

Generally, water quality is better in the northern Delta than in the central and southern Delta because
higher quality Sacramento River inflows are greater than inflows from the San Joaquin River, and the
proportion of agricultural water use and drainage in the San Joaquin Valley is greater than in the
Sacramento Valley. The SWRCB has listed Delta waterways (various streams, rivers, and sloughs in the
Delta), the Carquinez Strait, and San Francisco Bay as having impaired water quality pursuant to the
federal Clean Water Act (CWA) section 303(d) list 22 (SWRCB 2010). Pollutants of concern include
insecticides, herbicides, mercury, selenium, nutrients, and legacy organic pollutants such as
dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane (DDT) and polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs). Additional water quality
issues in the Delta include temperature, salinity, turbidity, low dissolved oxygen, bromide, dissolved
organic carbon, pathogens, and harmful algal blooms. Amounts of these constituents that are too high
(or in some cases too low) can impair the ability of these waters to support beneficial uses, such as
municipal water supply, recreational use, agricultural water supply, and habitat that supports healthy fish
and wildlife populations. See Chapter 4 for additional discussion on how these water quality stressors can
affect the Delta and its ecosystem.

22 The “303(d) list” is the list of impaired and threatened waters (stream/river segments, lakes) that states have identified as not
meeting water quality standards and other requirements. Under section 303(d), the law requires that states establish priority
rankings for waters on the list and develop total maximum daily loads (TMDLs) for these waters.
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