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Owens Valley, and 338 miles from the Mono Lake 
Basin, by gravity—no pumping—to the city of Los An-
geles. The two aqueducts deliver an average of 430 mil-
lion gallons a day to the city. That is about 400,000 acre 
feet per year (AFY).

2. The Central Valley Project. The state initiated 
the project in 1933, and the Federal Government, at the 
state’s request, took it over and built it beginning in 
1935. At President Roosevelt’s insistence, the project 
required that all hydroelectric power generated by the 
project would be owned by the government. That is, 
public not private power, which was a major fighting 
issue in the 1920s and 1930s.

The Central Valley Project provides water to 3.1 
million people and irrigates over 3 million acres in the 
San Joaquin Valley, by delivering over 7 million acre 
feet per year (MAFY).

The project consists of more than 40 dams and res-
ervoirs, 25 canals that cover more than 2,000 miles, and 
28 hydroelectric plants. The main elements of the proj-

ect were completed in 1951 (Figure 3).
The project begins in the north Sierra Mountains, 

with dams and reservoirs on the Sacramento River and 
its tributaries. A principal installation is the Shasta Dam 
and Reservoir. Construction started on this in 1937; it 
was completed in 1945, 26 weeks ahead of schedule, 
despite the war mobilization at the same time. At the 
time of completion, it ranked as second-tallest dam in 
the United States, after the Hoover Dam.1

The water then flows to the Delta—the large conflu-
ence area of the Sacramento and San Joaquin rivers—
and thence seaward through the San Francisco Bay.

From the Delta, the water is then pumped into the 
Delta-Mendota Canal and travels south to the San Luis 
Reservoir, from which it is distributed by canals and 
pipelines to the various irrigation districts in the San 
Joaquin Valley.

1. The crucial role of Lake Shasta is discussed in a box in the previous 
article,  “The California Distribution System.”

The Los Angeles 
Aqueduct: 100th 
Anniversary
One hundred years ago, on Nov. 5, 
1913, the first water flowed into Los 
Angeles from the new aqueduct. A 
celebration was held near Sylmar, 
where crowds gathered to watch as 
the channel gates were opened and 
the water started to flow down into 
the San Fernando Valley.

The Los Angeles Aqueduct is the 
first of the major water projects built in California. It 
is the only one of those projects in the state not built 
by Franklin Roosevelt or Gov. Pat Brown. Construc-
tion began in 1906 and was completed in 1913. Led 
by William Mulholland, the head of the Los Angeles 
Department of Water and Power, the City of Los An-
geles built what was called at the time, the greatest 
engineering project in the World.

The aqueduct carries water 233 miles from the 
Owens Valley, and 338 miles from the Mono Lake 
Basin, by gravity, to the City of Los Angeles. In 1970, 
a parallel aqueduct was completed, which added an-
other 50% capacity to the system. The two aqueducts 
deliver an average of 430 million gallons a day to the 
city. That is about 400,000 acre feet of water per 
year.—Pat Ruckert

Crowds watch as the gates are opened and the Los Angeles Aqueduct water 
begins to flow down into the San Fernando Valley, Nov. 5, 1913.


