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Les Melvill grows olives on a small-scale ranch at the northern end of California’s Sacramento
Valley. He bought a 48 acre olive grove in 1967 and takes pride in the fact that careful farming
practices have raised his yield per acre several times over.

But like many olive growers throughout the state, Les Melvill is hurting. Prices paid to
independent olive growers have been depressed for several years. According to Melvill, “Here in
1967 we ended up with 500 and some odd dollars per ton. Last year [1980] we averaged $350 per
ton. We're getting less for our fruit now than we were getting in 1946!""

More than 300 miles away, located in the southern San Joaquin Valley, is the 5,000 acre
McCarthy olive ranch, in which the Prudential Insurance Company of America owns a 75%
interest.? Planted on the West Side of the Valley in the late 1960s and early 1970s, the ranch owes
its existence to the State Water Project, a publicly financed facility that brings Northern California
water to the southern part of the state. When the huge ranch’s olive trees came into full bearing in
1978, state production totals swelled by 46% over the previous record.? The resulting olive glut
drove down prices paid by processing companies to independent growers although retail prices
paid by consumers did not decrease. Ironically, the water that irrigates the McCarthy ranch is
collected and stored at Oroville Dam, just 40 miles from Les Melvill’s Tehama County home.

The SWP: Who gets the water?

Approved by the legislature in 1959 and ratified by a narrow margin in the general election the
following year, the State Water Resources Development Bond Act authorized funding for
construction of the California State Water Project (SWP). The key SWP features funded by the
1960 bonds are Oroville Dam, situated in the foothills of Butte County on the east side of the
Sacramento Valley, and the California Aqueduct, a canal that winds down the Central Valley and
into the urban areas of Southern California.

Oroville Dam, the largest earth-fill dam in the state, collects and stores water from the Feather
River watershed. Releases from the dam flow down the Feather and Sacramento Rivers into a
network of channels that make up the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta. Equivalent quantitites to
theamounts released at Oroville are pumped out of the Delta and fed into the California Aqueduct.
Because the San Joaquin Valley slopes uphill from sea level in the Delta of Central California to
southern Kern County, the California Aqueduct must pump water uphill. To do this, the canal is
builtin segments, each atadifferent elevation, and water must be pumped from a lower elevation
segment to a higher one as it moves south.
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Figure 2. Cumulative SWP deliveries through
December 31, 1980, by service area
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Water deliveries to SWP service areas beganin 1968, although the portion of the Aqueduct that
can pump water over the Tehachapi Mountains to Southern California did not become operational
until several years later. From the firstdeliveries in 1968 through the end of 1980, the SWP brought
an aggregate of 15.9 million acre-feet of water to state service areas. Of that amount, 63% (10.0
million acre-feet) was used in the San Joaquin District, almost entirely for agricultural irrigation.
Only 24% of the thirteen year total of SWP water deliveries has found its way to Southern
California urban areas. By contrast Southern California water users (mainly residential custo-
mers) have paid 70% of the total SWP project costs to date, while San Joaquin Districts users
(mainly agricultural interests) have paid only 13.5% of the total costs.* It is one of many ironies of
the SWP that those who get the most water pay the least, while those who get the least pay the bulk
of the costs.
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Figure 3. Cumulative SWP payments through
December 31, 1979, by service area

SOUTHERN
CALIFORNIA






