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Twitchell Dam Litigation Q&A 
 

On April 26, 2017, two local watershed protection organizations – San Luis Obispo Coastkeeper and Los 
Padres ForestWatch – filed a lawsuit in state court against the Santa Maria Valley Water Conservation 
District. The lawsuit alleges that the water district is operating Twitchell Dam in a way that harms 
endangered steelhead in the Santa Maria River and prevents them from accessing historic spawning 
grounds in the Sisquoc River deep in the Los Padres National Forest. The lawsuit seeks to restore 
steelhead populations in the watershed to support a healthy and viable fishery for the benefit of current 
and future generations. 

What is the main basis of the lawsuit? 
The lawsuit alleges that the water district is operating Twitchell Dam in violation of a state law that 
requires dam operators to maintain healthy fish populations. Specifically, California Fish and Game Code 
Section 5937 states: “The owner of any dam shall allow sufficient water at all times to pass through a 
fishway, or in the absence of a fishway, allow sufficient water to pass over, around or through the dam, 
to keep in good condition any fish that may be planted or exist below the dam.” 

Does the operation of Twitchell Dam harm steelhead? 
The construction of Twitchell Dam in the 1950s effectively turned off the spigot in this river system. The 
dam is designed to replenish groundwater supplies, and does so by trapping all streamflow during the 
winter and spring and slowly releasing it during the summer. This schedule usually leaves no water for 
steelhead during the times they would normally migrate upstream, in the winter and the spring. For 
steelhead, adequate streamflows are a lifeline between the ocean (where steelhead mature) and 
spawning areas in the upper watershed, where they deposit their eggs. 

What do the groups hope to achieve by filing the lawsuit? 
ForestWatch and Coastkeeper are seeking to restore flow timing, duration, and intensity in the Santa 
Maria River sufficient to support the recovery of steelhead in the Santa Maria River system. We want 
this endangered fish to be able to reach its historic spawning habitat in the upper watershed. 

How much water needs to be released to support steelhead? 
Several years ago, the State of California commissioned a study to identify flows necessary to provide 
effective passage of steelhead to and from the Pacific Ocean into areas of documented spawning and 
rearing habitat in the Sisquoc River. Stillwater Sciences was selected to perform the study, and released 
its final report in 2012. It recommends the following: 
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• Releases from Twitchell Dam should occur when the Sisquoc River’s streamflow is between 350 
and 550 cfs for two straight days (i.e., during and immediately after storm events). These 
supplemental releases should ensure that water flows downstream into the Santa Maria River 
so that fish can safely pass. 
 

• Supplemental releases from Twitchell Dam should stop once water levels in the Sisquoc River 
become impassable, or when 12 or more days of steelhead-passable conditions have been 
achieved during the current water year. 

This supplementation would average 1,020-1,500 acre-feet per year, constituting about 3-4% of the 
average volume of water stored in the reservoir between 1962 and 2011. 

Does this mean that we would be losing water during drought years? 
Importantly, the lawsuit is not seeking the release of more water from Twitchell Dam. Rather, it seeks to 
adjust the timing of water releases. Water would only be released for steelhead during relatively wet 
years, when some streamflow is present in the Santa Maria River. During drought years, little or no 
water reaches the Santa Maria River, so supplemental releases would not take place until adequate 
streamflows are present. 

What impact will this have on water supplies for our farms and 
communities? 
Each year, the Twitchell Management Authority issues a report measuring how much water goes into 
and gets taken out of the Santa Maria Valley Groundwater basin. The most recent annual report – 
released in 2016 – placed total water usage for agricultural, domestic, and industrial uses at 135,371 
acre-feet for the year. 

The amount of water recommended to be released in the Stillwater Sciences report – 1,020 to 1,500 
acre-feet per year – represents just 1% of the total water needs of the Santa Maria Valley. 

In 2016, the Twitchell Management Authority concluded the following: 

Assessment of hydrogeologic conditions in 2015 showed that groundwater levels slightly 
declined from 2014, but the water levels and general mineral quality in the shallow and 
deep aquifer zones remain within historical ranges for the SMVMA.1 

The report concludes that “there is no severe water shortage in the SMVMA as of 2015,” and 
groundwater levels have risen thanks to the above-average precipitation totals for the 2016-2017 rainy 
season. In fact, there appears to be a surplus: the Santa Maria City Council recently approved a deal to 
sell 2,000 acre-feet of water to the Montecito Water District. 

                                                           
1 2015 Annual Report of Hydrological Conditions, Water Requirements, Supplies and Disposition – Santa Maria 
Valley Management Area. Prepared by Luhdorff and Scalmanini Consulting Engineers for the Twitchell 
Management Authority. 



3 
 

Were steelhead historically found in this watershed? 
The Sisquoc River and its tributaries, including Manzana Creek, once supported the second-largest 
steelhead run in Santa Barbara County (the Santa Ynez River’s run of 25,000 fish was the highest). Early 
pioneers as far back as 1879 reported hundreds of steelhead in pools, so numerous that one could catch 
trout with their bare hands. A historic cabin along the Sisquoc River contains charcoal sketches of large 
fish, along with the dates and names of the anglers who caught them, some measuring more than 24 
inches long. A 1916 photo (below) shows abundant steelhead in the upper Sisquoc River. A newspaper 
article in 1941 reported that five steelhead were caught on a downtown Santa Maria street when the 
river overflowed its banks. 

 

One of the earliest recorded accounts of steelhead in the Sisquoc River was in 1879, when the Reverend 
Stephen Bowers noted: “The stream is full of mountain trout. I am confident that we saw in some places 
more than 500 at one sight. We were disappointed in the remembrance of leaving our hooks with the 
wagons, but had no difficulty in capturing all we wanted with our hands, averaging a pound each.”2  

Why is the Santa Maria River watershed so important for the recovery of 
our region’s steelhead populations? 
Biologists predicted the demise of the Santa Maria River steelhead population in the 1940s, warning 
that they would disappear if proposed dams were not designed to release enough water during the 
times the fish needed it most. More than 75 years later, that prediction has unfortunately come true. 
But it’s not too late – we have an opportunity to right this wrong in a way that still leaves plenty of 
water for farms, homes, and local businesses. 

In 1945, California Department of Fish and Game identified the Santa Maria River steelhead run as the 
second largest in Santa Barbara County, behind the Santa Ynez River, with the Sisquoc River being the 
primary steelhead spawning tributary. Since then, several experts have underscored the importance of 
ensuring adequate streamflows in the Santa Maria River, and it is one of the highest-priority watershed 
restoration goals in the state.  

 

                                                           
2 Benson, Arlene. The Noontide Sun: The Field Journals of the Reverend Stephen Bowers, Pioneer California 
Archeologist. Ballena Press. 1997. 
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The first modern assessment of Twitchell Dam’s streamflow impairment was in a 2003 report prepared 
by Stoecker Ecological. It concluded: 

• The majority of the Sisquoc River watershed remains in a relatively unaltered natural state and 
is protected within the San Rafael Wilderness, Sisquoc Wild and Scenic River Corridor, and other 
public lands of the Los Padres National Forest. Improving steelhead access to spawning and 
rearing habitat is a high priority and an essential first step for steelhead recovery in the 
watershed.3 
 

• Twitchell Dam and the manipulated water releases associated with it constitute the most 
limiting migration barrier to the now endangered steelhead of the Santa Maria River 
watershed.4 
 

• The most severe migration barrier for Santa Maria River and Sisquoc River steelhead is the 
prolonged absence of stream flows on the 25-mile long Santa Maria River that connects the 
Sisquoc River to the ocean. While natural conditions likely left the Santa Maria River dry for 
extended periods before the dam, water releases from Twitchell Dam for groundwater recharge 
have significantly reduced the connectivity of surface flows to the ocean. The long-term 
recovery and self-sustainability of the Santa Maria/Sisquoc steelhead population is highly 
dependant on improved surface flows on the Santa Maria River that provide adequate upstream 
and downstream migration to and from the Sisquoc River. Improving steelhead migration 
conditions on the Santa Maria River migration corridor should be the HIGHEST priority for 
steelhead recovery within the watershed.5 

The California Coastal Conservancy (a state agency charged with protecting coastal and watershed 
resources, offering technical assistance and grant funding) prepared a state-wide inventory of barriers 
to fish passage in 2004.6 It evaluated 3,323 known fish passage barriers and designated 175 of them as 
“high-priority.”7 Twitchell Dam is highlighted in the report: “The manipulated water releases associated 
with project operations constitute the most limiting migration barrier to the now endangered steelhead 
of the Santa Maria River watershed.”8 

In 2005, NOAA Fisheries designated the Santa Maria and Sisquoc River watershed as “critical habitat” 
for southern steelhead. It is one of four major watersheds in the region designated as such (the others 
being the Santa Ynez River, the Ventura River, and the Santa Clara/Sespe/Piru watershed). These are the 
southernmost critical habitat designations, providing special conservation emphasis for a genetically 

                                                           
3 Stoecker, M. and Jim Stoecker (2003) at 1. See also Stoecker, M. (2005). Sisquoc River Steelhead Trout Population 
Survey, Fall 2005. Prepared for the Community Environmental Council and the California Department of Fish & 
Game. Page 29. 
4 Stoecker, M. and Jim Stoecker (2003) at 115. 
5 Stoecker, M. and Jim Stoecker (2003) at 117. 
6 California Coastal Conservancy (2004). Inventory of Barriers to Fish Passage in California’s Coastal Watersheds. 
Oakland, CA. 92pp. 
7 Id. at 2. 
8 Id. at 49. 
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unique population of steelhead that is specially adapted to our warmer climate and intermittent 
streamflows. 

In 2008, the California Department of Fish & Game identified the Santa Maria River as the sixth most 
important priority watershed in the state to conduct a streamflow assessment, and the highest priority 
for southern California (south of San Francisco). 

A 2010 report from the Center for Ecosystem Management and Restoration states evaluated all 142 
watersheds between San Francisco and San Diego and selected 25 of them as “anchor” watersheds that 
are regionally significant and contain “essential streams and reaches that offer the best habitat 
resources.” 9 The Santa Maria River is selected as one such anchor watershed, in part because it offers 
36.8 miles of available steelhead habitat (i.e. habitat not blocked by impassable physical barriers), more 
than any other watershed in Santa Barbara County. 10 It concludes, “Because no impassible migration 
barriers exist along the entire Sisquoc River, providing appropriate flow releases downstream from 
Twitchell Dam and improving management of groundwater pumping is the highest priority restoration 
need in the watershed.11 

In 2012, NOAA Fisheries finalized a Recovery Plan for steelhead in southern California, providing a 
roadmap for how to ensure the continued survival of the fish in our region.12 The Recovery Plan includes 
the following: 

• Classifies the Santa Maria River as a Core 1 watershed (“those populations identified as the 
highest priority for recovery actions,” that “form the nucleus of the recovery implementation 
strategy,” and that “should be the first focus of an overall recovery effort.” The Santa Maria 
River is one of 14 Core 1 watersheds in southern California, 4 of which are in Santa Barbara 
County.13 
 

• Classifies the removal of Twitchell Dam as a “critical recovery action,” giving it the “highest 
priority…to achieve recovery objectives and criteria.”14 The specific critical recovery action for 
Twitchell Dam is: “Implement operating criteria to ensure the pattern and magnitude of 
groundwater extractions and water releases from Twitchell Dam provide the essential habitat 
functions to support the life history and habitat requirements of adult and juvenile steelhead.” 

Most recently, in 2014, the UC Davis Center for Watershed Sciences evaluated 1,400 large dams 
throughout the state where streamflow modifications and/or other management actions may be 

                                                           
9 Becker, G.S., K.M. Smetak, and D.A. Asbury. 2010. Southern Steelhead Resources Evaluation: Identifying 
Promising Locations for Steelhead Restoration in Watersheds South of the Golden Gate. Cartography by D.A. 
Asbury. Center for Ecosystem Management and Restoration. Oakland, CA. Page 1. 
10 Id. at 124. 
11 Id. at 128. 
12 National Marine Fisheries Service (2012). Southern California Steelhead Recovery Plan. Southwest Region, 
Protected Resources Division, Long Beach, California. Available at 
http://www.westcoast.fisheries.noaa.gov/protected_species/salmon_steelhead/recovery_planning_and_impleme
ntation/south_central_southern_california_coast/south_cental_southern_california_coast_recovery_plan_docum
ents.html  
13 Id. at 7-4 and 7-5. 
14 Id. at 7-6 and 7-9 

http://www.westcoast.fisheries.noaa.gov/protected_species/salmon_steelhead/recovery_planning_and_implementation/south_central_southern_california_coast/south_cental_southern_california_coast_recovery_plan_documents.html
http://www.westcoast.fisheries.noaa.gov/protected_species/salmon_steelhead/recovery_planning_and_implementation/south_central_southern_california_coast/south_cental_southern_california_coast_recovery_plan_documents.html
http://www.westcoast.fisheries.noaa.gov/protected_species/salmon_steelhead/recovery_planning_and_implementation/south_central_southern_california_coast/south_cental_southern_california_coast_recovery_plan_documents.html


6 
 

warranted to comply with Section 5937 of the California Fish & Game Code (requiring adequate 
streamflows to support fish below dams).15 The Center selected 220 dams as “high priority” for further 
assessment, ranked them, and selected ten of them to highlight as case studies, including Twitchell 
Dam. The report concludes that Twitchell Dam is one of the three most significant dams affecting 
southern California steelhead (the other two being Casitas Dam, and Bradbury Dam).16 

 

 

 

                                                           
15 Grantham, T. E. and P. B. Moyle. 2014. Assessing flows for fish below dams: a systematic approach to evaluate 
compliance of California’s dams with Fish and Game Code Section 5937. Center for Watershed Sciences Technical 
Report (CWS-2014-01), University of California, Davis. 106 p. Available at 
https://watershed.ucdavis.edu/files/content/news/REPORT_5937_final_oct2014.pdf  
16 Id. at 42-43. 

https://watershed.ucdavis.edu/files/content/news/REPORT_5937_final_oct2014.pdf
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