
	  

California Rice and the Drought: Questions and Answers 
 
 
1) There are numerous reports that farmers use 80 percent of the water and are 
not forced to cutback like those in cities. How do you respond? 
 
A) The amount of water used to grow food in our state is often 
misrepresented. In the Sacramento Valley, for example, more than 60 percent 
of the total water use is for the environment. Agricultural water is about one-
third of the total.  The claim that farmers are not facing significant water 
cutbacks is simply untrue. In the Sacramento Valley all growers in our region 
will face significantly reduced water deliveries even greater than in 2014. Last 
year rice farmers left 23 percent of their acres unplanted. 
 
2) Are farmers getting rich selling their water rather than growing a crop? 

 
A) Water sales this year are expected to fall well below many of the previous 
dry years, simply due to the lack of available water. In addition, most water 
districts (who ultimately manage the water sales) limit the amount of water 
any one grower can sell. Further, state regulations restrict how many 
contiguous acres can be fallowed to protect habitat for the giant garter snake 
that lives and hunts in rice fields and adjacent ditches.  

 
As a result, even those growers that sell water will only idle a portion of their 
farm. They will use this income to offset the loss from not planting the 25 to 50 
percent of their acres that were not delivered water this year.  
 
3) Will rice farmers simply pump groundwater to depletion to make up for 
less water in the reservoirs?  
 
A) Some farmers have wells but many do not. Those that will pump water are 
subject to the new requirements that groundwater be used sustainably. They 
are working with their local community to determine what reasonable 
groundwater use looks like. Fortunately, groundwater levels and quality in 
the Sacramento Valley remain very good. 

 
4) Does any of the money from water sales go beyond the farmer? 

 
A) Yes. Water districts use funds from the water sales on salmon restoration, 
flood protection, water efficiency and wildlife habitat.  
 



	  

5) Doesn’t rice use too much water during a drought? 
 
A) Rice is actually a very water efficient crop using about the same mount of 
water for a serving as oranges or broccoli. Grown on heavy clay soils, rice 
fields are very efficient users of water even thought they are shallow–flooded 
to 5 inches during the growing season. Combined with GPS leveling and 
short-stature varieties, rice uses 30 percent less water than it did three decades 
ago.  It’s also important to remember that water for rice is water for the 
environment. Sacramento Valley rice fields provide food and a resting place 
for millions of birds.  Area rice fields are a critical link along the Pacific 
Flyway.  

 
6) How much rice will be planted this year? 
 
A) With spring planting just starting it is too early to determine what the final 
crop size will be although it will be less than last year. We will have a more 
definitive idea in June.  

 
 

7) What else do water districts and farmers do to help during a drought?  
 
A) Water district managers are some of the most innovative and committed in 
our community when it comes to saving water. As they did last year, they 
have delayed the diversion of water out of the Sacramento River until later in 
the season to allow for increased success for salmon in the upper river. Many 
districts have also implemented no spill requirements that mandate that no 
water can leave a rice field until the end of the irrigation season. Many 
districts monitor water use real time to allow for precise water deliveries. 
Finally, all of the districts in the Sacramento Valley have completed the new 
Agricultural Water Management plans required by the state. 
 
    
	  


