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This map illustrates the “pristine delta” of the 1880s before largescale reclamation. 
Note the changes to Sherman Island, as seen in the map on page 42.
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Today, most residents of Sacramento do not think of the Sacramento River as a highway from 
the Bay Area to the valley. On second reflection, some may recall the Port of Sacramento, but 
commerce on the river is far from their conscious thought. 

Of course, children in the fourth grade know that 49er’s came by land or sea. But little or no time 
is spent on the history of California’s inland waterways. The era of the steamboat is over, but 
it ended only seventy-five years ago after dominating transportation between San Francisco 
and the Sacramento Valley for ninety years. Steamboats and barges moved great quantities of 
agricultural produce and the products of industry and thus stimulated the Valley’s economy.

Bill Stritzel is a prominent collector of the stories and memorabilia of the era of the riverboats. 
He has provided access to his collection and knowledge of river transportation for many 
researchers. He narrates river boat transportation history to voyagers who today travel on tour 
boats plying the Sacramento River’s historic waterways.
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“Water, water, everywhere and not a drop to drink!” This would have been a most appropriate 
thought to early Sacramentans rowing from one building to another during one of the city’s early 
floods. Situated at the confluence of two rivers, it must have seemed as if Sacramento would 
always have plenty of water for its city uses and inhabitants. However, before and after flooding 
the infant city, the river waters were often brown with sludge from mining in the foothills above 
Sacramento, and debris from the city itself.  

When Sacramento was first established, the river was used to provide for all of the water needs of 
the fledgling community: household needs including drinking, washing and cooking; irrigation; 
animal husbandry; construction; industrial; and refuse disposal. A number of wells were sunk 
in the city, but most of the settlers came to depend on lifting water from the river themselves, 
or purchasing water that was collected from the river and carried by wagon into neighborhoods 
for sale. Privies and privy pits collected much of the refuse of the city until the city established 
a sewer system.  

A variety of water uses—from household to 
electrical production, to irrigation, recreation, 
sewer, and overflow treatment—have been 
housed or accommodated within a variety of 
structures over time during the development 
of the city. These structures include a variety 
of buildings, steam and electric plants, water 
treatment facilities, water intake structures, 
pumping stations, water tanks, pools, irrigation 
facilities, holding tanks, and so forth that serve 
some water-related function for the Sacramento 
region. This variety of uses is reflected in the 
mechanisms and images of the era during 
which they were created—and the engineering 
techniques and architectural vision of that 
particular time and place. ‘Reading’ a building 
is like ‘seeing’ its history.

The first water supply system in Sacramento 
was put into operation sometime in 1849 or 
1850. Constructed by William P. Henry, the 
system consisted of crude pumping engines 
that took water out of the Sacramento River 
near the foot of I Street and delivered it to 
elevated wooden tanks.1 The water was then California State University, Sacramento Collection
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distributed to push carts and peddled around the city by the gallon. Soon afterward two other 
similar private enterprises were in operation.

Residents finally approved a special tax to construct the Water Works in 1853, and the building 
that also contained the city hall and jail was completed in 1854.2 Two pumps lifted water from 
a below-ground reservoir to large tanks on top of the building. The water was distributed from 
there by gravity feed through piping installed by the city. When constructed, the box-like 
building reflected a simple Italianate-inspired design. It was encircled by a decorative wrought 
iron balcony just below the roof line that suggested New Orleans architectural influences. Arched 
windows stood on the first and second floors, with the third floor holding the water tanks.

As the city grew, the City Water Works 
facility was continually modified to 
raise the height and volume of the large 
water tanks on its roof to increase the 
gravity-fed water pressure and circulate 
it further into the city. This was not 
widely successful, particularly after the 
streets were raised downtown, making 
the flow of water slower. In 1870, 
workmen raised the building fifteen feet 
in an effort to increase pressure.3 As the 
sides of the tanks were raised to become 
deeper, the appearance of the building 
changed. It became taller, and the wall 
surfaces and window trim were changed 
to reflect a newer era. Other buildings 
in the adjacent area were fashionably 
dressed in more ornate Italianate and 
Renaissance Revival ornamentation, and 
the works building donned projecting 
arched and gabled pediments over 

new third floor windows spaced in walls surfaced with horizontal wood siding to meet current 
fashion. A new bracketed cornice encircled the building beneath the paneled walls with false flat 
brackets that surfaced the exterior of the tanks. After the raising of the streets, the first floor was 
filled to street level and used as the jail. Circles cut into the walls to allow prisoners light and air 
did not enhance the building. However, an improved pump installed in a new building next door 
helped increase the efficiency of the existing water system.   

In 1873, a new $190,000 facility was put into operation at the foot of I Street. The tanks were 
eliminated and steam-powered Holly pumps, as well as other improvements, created a direct-
pumping system utilizing high pressure supply mains.4 The Holly pumps were replaced in 1878 
by pumps built in the Southern Pacific shops.5 In March of 1915, the city added a chlorination 
plant to improve the sanitary quality of Sacramento’s water. This improvement did 
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much to reduce illness and death caused by typhoid fever and other water-born diseases. 
Structures associated with these improvements are now gone.

FOLSOM POWERHOUSE

Another use of water that improved quality of life in Sacramento was the electrification of the 
city.  In 1893, a dam across the American River was constructed to control the flow of its waters. 
The nearby Folsom Powerhouse was completed in 1895 to create a hydroelectric facility that 
could manufacture and transport electricity it created from the dam to Sacramento. It became 
the first of Pacific Gas and Electric’s (PG&E) hydroelectric plants, and its completion marked a 
milestone in long-distance, high voltage transmission.6  

The architectural design of the brick 
powerhouse reflected the combined designs 
of other powerhouses in the east, and 
features of late  nineteenth century masonry 
styles in this region. Windows and door 
openings are arched in brick, and the pitch of 
the gabled roof and the triangular inset panels 
beneath it suggest Greek Revival styles of 
the 1850s and 1860s. The segmental arched 
windows reflect later Italianate design. The 
building has the charm of late Victorian 
industrial construction.  

The volume of electricity created by the 
dam and its powerhouse, and the resulting 
electrification of Sacramento, inserted 
another critical use of water into the urban 
matrix of the city’s evolution. However, 
clean water for widespread domestic and industrial use, and a comprehensive sewer system still 
eluded the citizens of Sacramento. By the turn of the century, the best that some households could 
achieve was the attachment of a manufactured device to their kitchen faucet to filter water.

SANITARY MOVEMENT

Another kind of movement was taking shape in England and Europe that would spur an 
increased focus on the American construction of treatment and sewer systems. With the advent 
of the Industrial Revolution in Europe, factory towns became overpopulated with workers who 
had little money and lived in extremely overcrowded and ‘filthy’ situations. Scientists of the era 
were discovering bacteria and microbiology, pasteurizing milk, and beginning to equate disease 
with unsanitary conditions. Writers in Britain began to push for greater sanitation awareness 
and improved cleanliness practices by public institutions, and the movement came to America, 
partly with frequent visitor and writer, Charles Dickens and others.  
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During the last quarter of the nineteenth century, cities in this country began to entreat their 
residents to vote funds to create adequate sanitary water and sewage facilities. The widespread 
issue of water volume and quality was continually raised in newspapers and in public forums, 
encouraging the construction of new sanitary water treatment facilities. A strongly emerging 
issue, engineers and other professionals began to propose their concepts of water sedimentation, 
filtration and purification facilities. While it was difficult to gain public support to pay for the 
expensive construction of water and sewer treatment facilities, the public finally saw the value 
of the issue. When built, these facilities would reflect building styles and engineering technology 
of the era of their construction.  

THE CITY BEAUTIFUL IDEAL:
CREATING SOCIAL ORDER THROUGH BEAUTIFICATION 
Meanwhile, in another part of the country, also in 1893, events occurred that would shape the 
design of American public and private architecture, utilitarian or otherwise, for years to come. 
The World’s Columbian Exposition, held in Chicago that year, launched the City Beautiful 
Movement, which would shape the image of our cities for at least two decades. It was ‘fathered’ 
by architect Daniel Burnham whose credo was “Make no little plans, they have no magic to 
stir men’s blood…” He endeavored to stir American cities to match the noble civic architecture 
found in European cities, and thereby create a sense of legitimacy of government in a time of 
social upheaval in the United States.7 The City Beautiful progressive reform movement of the 
1890s and 1900s was intended to use beautification and urban planning in cities to counteract the 
moral decay that was perceived to accompany poverty-stricken urban environments. Advocates 
of the movement believed city beautification could encourage social order and improve the lives 
of the urban poor. The movement sparked the construction of grand city monuments and urban 
planning that continued through the twentieth century. The intent of the movement explains the 
use of the Beaux-Arts style on City Beautiful projects that were utilitarian as well as grand city 
monuments.  

For the Columbian Exposition, Burnham brought in architects from the east and sculptor Saint-
Gaudens to build large-scale Beaux-Arts monuments with varied references to classical design.8 
The exposition displayed a model city of grand scale, with clean state-of-the-art transport 
systems and no visible poverty. The exposition is credited with leading to the widespread 
adoption of the monumental idiom in American architecture for the next fifteen years. Other 
architects of the era such as Louis Sullivan and Frank Lloyd Wright saw the ‘style’ as a retreat 
to the past and not a bold step into the new century.

The architectural style of the City Beautiful movement borrowed heavily from the Beaux-Arts 
movement, which emphasized the necessity of order, dignity, and harmony. The École des Beaux-
Arts school established in Paris provided training in the principles of the style. Trademarks of the 
style’s image were its sometimes monumental scale, often large arched windows with multiple 
panes, Classically-derived decoration, pillars, columns, pediments, sumptuous ornamentation 
often in architectural terra cotta, figurative sculpture, cartouches, swags, curves and various 
designs inspired by plants and vegetation. The design concepts derived from the school became 
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known as the Beaux-Arts style. It became a favorite for lavish homes of American industrial barons 
of the time as well as numerous public buildings and private institutions. Several of the country’s 
most notable architects attended this school and brought its style to the United States.

Buildings in Sacramento designed by architects schooled at the École des Beaux-Arts include 
the Public Market by architect Julia Morgan, the first woman to attend the school. The D.O. 
Mills Bank, Sacramento River Station B, PG&E steam plant, and the Western Pacific Railroad 
Station were designed by Beaux-Arts trained architect Willis Polk. Sacramento’s 1910 City Hall 
reflects Beaux-Arts influences and was designed by architect Rudolph Herold, who also studied 
in Europe.  

PUMPING STATION #1
The construction of additional facilities 
to increase efficient water handling 
in the growing urban environment of 
Sacramento did not next occur until 
1907, with the building of Pumping 
Station #1. Now referred to as Sump 
#1, it was built at Front and U Streets, 
where it still stands.9 This facility pumps 
wastewater collected from the original 
portion of Sacramento and discharges it 
directly into the Sacramento River. The 
contract submitted for the construction of 
the facility in 1907 contained provisions 
for the installation of steam boilers to 
create enough electricity to light several 
downtown streets with street lights in the evening, with the option of using extra electricity 
produced during daylight hours for other electrical needs. The original principal building is 
concrete with rectangular multi-paned windows.10  

Architecturally, this building reflects aspects of Classical Revival styling with its projecting 
classical cornice and frieze supported by pilasters with capitals. Its smooth surface and division 
of elevation walls into panels by pilasters with simplified capitals is also indicative of its 
classical derivation. It has the presence of an earlier time and a simple elegance. This urban 
public building stands at the brink of the City Beautiful movement in Sacramento with its 
classical references. Sacramento appeared to be well placed on a timely stylistic path, even with 
this humble utilitarian structure. 

SACRAMENTO RIVER STATION B
In terms of its water services, Sacramento continued to experience problems well into the first and 
second decades of the twentieth century. With some interruptions occurring in reliable electrical 
service from the city’s supplier, it soon became acknowledged that construction of an additional 

         



         

facility to augment electrical power should be pursued. In particular, the new station, designed 
to transform water from the Sacramento River into additional electrical power, was intended to 
prevent interruptions in service, which had been occurring with increasing frequency, especially 
during winter months. The site for the plant, purchased in 1910, was an attractive riverfront 
setting located on the east bank of the Sacramento River just one fourth of a mile north of 
the city.

This facility would become Sacramento River Station B, located between the river and the 
later constructed Interstate 5 (I-5). Built in 1912, the property contains the steam plant building 
and a fenced enclosure formerly containing electrical equipment to transmit the electrical power 
created by the plant. The Sacramento River plant was constructed for PG&E to serve as an 
auxiliary steam station and sectionalizing point for high tension switching. This old PG&E 
steam plant is significant as the largest auxiliary steam plant in northern California during its 
period of operation.11 

The building is essentially an “L” shape, formed by two rectangular blocks, one on the north that 
was essentially three stories in height above its basement level, and one connected on the south 
that was one and a half stories tall. At the time of the building’s construction, an addition was 
planned on the east elevation. This addition was never made, however, and this elevation of the 
structure remains unfinished in comparison to the remainder of the building.

The plant drew water from the Sacramento River to create steam power to generate electricity 
and was utilized as an auxiliary steam facility for the needs of the city. In 1924, an additional 
turbine generator was installed, making the plant the largest electric steam station in northern 
California outside of San Francisco and Oakland. River Station B served as a source of auxiliary 
power through the 1930s. Throughout the 1940s and 1950s it was used for test purposes only, and 
in November 1954, it was formally closed. In June 1957, the plant was sold to the Associated 
Metals Company of Oakland, California, which removed all of the interior machinery.12 The 
building is currently vacant.

ARCHITECTURE OF RIVER STATION B
The impressive structure is sited dramatically and alone next to the Sacramento River. It stands 
as a sophisticated and rare Sacramento representative of the work of a notable California 
architect of the early twentieth century. The imposing and now iconic steam plant building 
reflects Beaux-Arts architectural styling, and the work of the notable Bay Area architect Willis 
Polk, who studied architecture abroad at the École des Beaux-Arts in Paris.  

The west elevation facing the river is the most powerful elevation, with its tall arched opening 
set into a classical frame and large doors surmounted with an ornate cartouche. The cartouche 
contains a circular ornament mounted on a small structural base with cornice moldings supported 
on either end by sculptured male figures. The base of the composition is sculptured with floral 
and scroll motifs. The arched opening behind the cartouche is filled with a large multi-paned 



         

window. The east elevation contained a large 
arched multi-paned opening similar to that of 
the west elevation, but lacks its door frame, 
cartouche, and decorative elements. This opening 
is presently filled in.

The design of River Station B is representative 
of Polk’s urban utility plant work in the San 
Francisco area, primarily completed for PG&E 
or its predecessors. The building reflects the 
formal Beaux-Arts classicism of his work on 
power stations and substations in this field. The 
large cartouche centered in the windowed arch of 
the building is a grand Beaux-Arts gesture. The 
building is a sophisticated utilitarian structure 
whose elegant presence is enhanced by its solitary 
and imposing riverside site.  

ARCHITECT

The designer of the impressive building was Willis 
Polk, an important Bay Area architect responsible 
for the design of several other similar power plant 
facilities and substations in northern California, as 
well as a noteworthy variety of other Midwest and 
Bay Area buildings. Polk became well known in 
the San Francisco Bay Area during his two decades 
of practice in that city, from 1904 to 1924. His 
work constituted a major influence in the design 
and evolution of Bay Area and northern California 
architecture. His training and early experience in 
the field of architecture helped prepare him for 
this role.

Willis Polk, the son of an architect, was tutored 
at home in the field of architecture, and worked 
from an early age in various architectural offices 
including his father’s. In 1900, he departed for two 
years of study in Paris under French instructors. 
When he returned to the United States, Polk 
entered the Chicago office of Daniel H. Burnham, a 
nationally notable architect and planner of the time. 
Burnham was instrumental in the development of 
the City Beautiful movement which espoused 
Beaux-Arts design as its visual trademark.
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In 1904, Polk established his own office in San Francisco, and enjoyed a long and successful 
career with a number of notable buildings in California to his credit.13 One of his particular 
niches was the design of a number of PG&E. buildings with his touch of Beaux-Arts design, and 
what was sometimes termed “Every-Day Architecture.” 

Polk’s Sacramento works included the National Bank of D.O. Mills, the Western Pacific Railroad 
Depot, and River Station B by the Sacramento River.  

The care and formality of the design of the Station reflects the treatment of other utility facilities 
constructed in Sacramento, which may have been influenced by the grandeur of Polk’s work. 
The Sacramento City Water Treatment Plant, across I-5 to the east from River Station B and 
constructed in the early 1920s, contains an elegant and classically-derived circular building 
as a part of the park-like complex. Other Sacramento utility plants such as the water pumping 
substation on Riverside Boulevard and the power substation on Power Inn Road also reflect the 
design stature, formal presence and decorative attention exhibited in the River Station, and may 
have been influenced by its design. 

PUMPING STATION #2
In 1914, a new pumping plant complex 
known as Sump #2 was constructed on 
Riverside Boulevard, in the southern end 
of the city.14 It contained a long building 
and structures housing machinery and other 
technical features.
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The principal building is a long, narrow, one and a half story structure with strong Beaux-Arts 
style features. The north and south elevation walls of the concrete building are divided 
into bays that contain tall arched multi-paned windows, set beneath a projecting cornice that 
wraps around the building beneath its parapet. Beneath the cornice and extending between the 
bays lies a row of small arched and angled recesses whose image suggests a strip of classical 
dentils. The east elevation, which is the front of the building, contains two arched windows 
flanking the projecting pedimented entrance with its arched doorway. An arched panel above the 
door states, “Pumping Station 2, City of Sacramento, Erected A.D. 1914.” An extension along 
the south elevation has been constructed in the same style as the main building, but is shorter 
and contains square multi-paned windows. A tall wall along the northern border of the plant 
complex is covered with ivy and is inset with the same type of tall arched multi-paned windows 
as the building itself.

Beaux-Arts design elements embrace 
the building with its grand arched 
windows, distinctive classically-derived 
cornice, and the impressive gabled entry 
pediment with classic eave returns. 
The building is graceful and the large 
windows provide light and a feeling of 
transparency.  Such a quality is one of the 
essences of the style. It is a particularly 
fine example of City Beautiful design 
executed for a purely utilitarian building, 
a perfect example of the purpose of 
the movement.  

SACRAMENTO RIVER 
WATER FILTRATION PLANT 
“And Everything Shall Live Whithersoever the River Cometh,”

Ezekiel, XLVII-9.

During the years between 1910 and 1920, the public outcry for an efficient water filtration facility 
to provide the city with quality water in adequate volume, grew substantially, encouraged by the 
Chamber of Commerce and public health officials.

City government funded the Hyde & Wilhelm report of 1916, which included engineering 
layouts, site plans and architectural elements for a new plant similar to the existing plant.15 The 
city hired local architects Dean & Dean to develop final designs, and on June 26, 1919, voters 
approved a $1.8 million bond measure for the filtration plant. The current fifty-acre site was 
purchased from F.W. Warner in May of 1920.16
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Construction began in January 1921. The river intake facility was started in July 1921. Most 
of the rest of the facilities were begun and completed between 1922-24. Key elements of the 
complex were the intake structure in the river, the pump station, grit basin, coagulation tanks, 
sedimentation basins, filters, above ground reservoir, underground reservoir, various basins, 
pumps, holding ponds and the head house.  

Dean and Dean, an architectural firm of two brothers, Charles and James, which became very 
prominent in Sacramento in the first half of the century, were the architects for the facility. 
They were also responsible for the design of the Westminster Church and Memorial Auditorium 
in Sacramento, as well as a number 
of residences and public buildings 
whose designs influenced the character 
and image of Sacramento regional 
architecture of the era.  

On the last day of 1923, at 10:00 p.m. 
(E.S.T.), President Calvin Coolidge 
pressed a button in the White House that 
illuminated the City Plaza and caused 
water to flow from its fountain, heralding 
the completion of the city’s new filtration 
plant.17

 At the time it was completed, the 
water treatment plant was considered to 
be one of the finest in the United States, 
utilizing all of the latest technology.
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The most prominent buildings on the site are the pump 
house, the head house, and the coagulant building. 
The plant is sited in a gracefully landscaped park-like 
setting overlooking the river and I-5.

The pumping station, or pump house, is sited on 
the western edge of the plant property, closest to 
the eastern side of I-5. This building is a one-story, 
rectangular, reinforced concrete structure with a flat 
roof. Quoins simulating cut stone surround the main 
entry and the tall rectangular windows, as well as 
accent the building corners. The entrance contains 
a transom of multi-paned windows above the entry 
doors. An encircling frieze beneath the cornice bears 
the incised inscription, “And Everything Shall Live 

Whithersoever the River Cometh, Ezekiel, XLVII-9.”  

The building’s image with its classical references 
and bucolic surroundings is impressive. The message 
on the encircling frieze suggests a utopian future 
and seems an embodiment of the City Beautiful 
movement. Tall, arched, multi-paned windows and a skylight bring light into the large interior 
space creating a transparency that contrasts with its functions.

Nearby stands the head house (administration building), a two story octagonal structure of 
reinforced concrete, surfaced with stucco. A clay-tiled conical roof and cupola with arched 
openings rises above the structure on a circular drum. The circular frieze on the drum beneath the 
roof is inscribed with the names of well-known inventors and scientists and two inscriptions. 
The eight corners of the octagon are finished with shallow pilasters and classically-derived 
entablature. The main entrances are framed with molding and topped with a cornice of the 
same style. This building also reflects an elegant and graceful City Beautiful essence, strongly 
enhanced by its park-like environment, and the intellectual and spiritual references to authors 
and scientists on its frieze.

The coagulant building is a one-story rectangular building, again reflecting Beaux-Arts design 
influences. A classically derived cornice encircles the building beneath the horizontal parapet 
that obstructs the roof. The building contains tall multi-paned metal sash windows on every 
elevation that give it transparency despite its block like form and concrete construction material. 
The windows and the multi-paned entrance door with its surrounding molding and cornice add 
City Beautiful qualities to the structure. The use of windows in the principal plant buildings of 
the complex encourages light and transparency. It would appear that the architects understood 
the philosophical and aesthetic essences of the time.

The Sacramento River Water Treatment Plant was the most modern facility of its kind in the 
United States at the time of its construction in 1921, and the first filtration plant constructed west 
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of the Rockies. The plant was the first in California to have been constructed with public funds. 
The complex received recognition of its significance and designation as a national American 
Water Works Association historical landmark in 1987.18 

In addition to historic importance, the buildings of the complex are handsome and elegant 
examples of Classical, Beaux-Arts and Mediterranean stylistic influences, unusually graceful 
for essentially functional public works buildings. They are open and airy in the interior, despite 
the mechanical equipment. With their park-like setting, they represent high achievement in the 
transfer of City Beautiful ideals to urban utilitarian purposes.  

FAIRBAIRN TREATMENT PLANT

A need for a second large filtration plant was recognized by City Engineer, E.A. Fairbairn in the 
1950s. American River water rights were secured in 1958 and the Fairbairn Water Treatment 
Plant (located southeast of CSU, Sacramento) was begun in 1961 and completed in 1964. The 
original rendition of the plant was created by the engineering firm of James Montgomery.19 
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The plant has been recently updated, with 
the work completed in October 2005. The 
expansion in 2005 was undertaken by Corollo 
Engineers, with the intake and additional 
buildings designed by the architectural firm 
of Carissimi, Rohrer, McMullin, and Shively. 
The work included some new building 
construction and an extensive remodeling of 
the intake structure located in the American 
River near CSU, Sacramento. Several 
buildings were added or incorporated into 
the existing complex. Shallow metal barrel 
vault forms combine with the flat-roofed 
horizontal structures, and the original tall 
silver tower remains at the back. The water 
intake structure in the American River 
was substantially redesigned during the 
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expansion project. The slender oval shaped pier is still rounded on both ends, but has changed 
from its former ‘enclosed’ image, to a more open and transparent design with barrel vault roofs 
on either end above tall sections of multi-paned windows angled from the wider roof edges down 
to the smaller building base.  

NEW CITY WATER INTAKE FACILITY ON THE SACRAMENTO RIVER 
The new Sacramento Water Treatment Plant Intake Facility was completed in 2004 in conjunction 
with an updating of the Sacramento Water Treatment Plant.20 Designed by the Lionakis Beaumont 
Design Group, it combines a solid concrete base anchored in the river, with an airy ‘winged’ 
structure housing industrial mechanical equipment on top of it. The two principal roof forms are 
angled up and out from the center of the structure, above tall glass paneled walls that enclose the 
machinery but allow public view within. A handsome pedestrian bridge provides access to and 
through it to the river. The bridge walkway that leads to the structure is lined along the south with 
a series of posts topped with sailboat motifs.   

The composition suggests something that is about to take flight—that invites a viewing—is open 
and graceful and transparent to the river. It both suggests the power of the river and the airborne 
spirit of life that it provides.
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Just as architects have hearkened in the past back to earlier architectural design forms—such 
as Greek and Roman classical design in its many iterations, Beaux-Arts concepts that are still 
in use, period revival styles with Spanish, French, Italian and English references in the 1920s 
and 1930s, and post modern design that began in the late 1950s, perhaps we are revisiting now 
some of the forms and ideas of the second half of the twentieth century with our new Sacramento 
buildings. In possible reaction to the minimalism of the earlier International movement, Eero 
Saarinen’s New York TWA Terminal and Dulles Airport of the 1960s were termed “monumental 
expressionism” with their sweeping and dramatic curved forms and use of glass. The open 
and transparent qualities and forms employed in the new Public Employee’s Retirement 
System (PERS) building—and the recent innovative water intake structures on the American 
and Sacramento Rivers with their exuberant forms and glassed transparency, stir images of 
Saarinen’s Dulles airport of 1962 and other work of that era. Architects continue to draw from 
the past to reinvent the future.

The purposeful design of Sacramento’s water-function related buildings portrays a striking 
history of its architectural efforts to create a significant record of the city’s evolution through 
time and design, and its reverence for Sacramento’s efforts to stand as a city with concern for its 
citizens and an advocate for its beauty.
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All around us is water, the Delta, the Sacramento River, the American River and Folsom Lake 
to name just four. They are the area’s life blood meeting our essential need for water with which 
to nourish and clean ourselves, to irrigate our crops and as an energy source to light our homes.  
Water sustains us; it also renews us, and is a key ingredient to our leisure activities. We are 
drawn to the water to refresh, cool off, relax and play. In the Sacramento region our rivers, lakes, 
and pools help meet the needs of an ever expanding urban and suburban population and the 
continuing demand for water recreation. Local residents have ample choices of water activities 
such as, fishing, boating, rafting, or swimming. Others simply take advantage of being near 
the water in order to bike, picnic, bird watch, study nature or just lie on the beach. Water is the 
essential element to enhancing the leisure time experience.    

Historically, leisure time was a luxury, and in the early nineteenth 
century too much leisure time was sinful. As the country grew 
and industrialized following the Civil War, the five day work 
week became the norm. Leisure time increased and so did the 
demand for leisure activity. In the Sacramento area, citizens 
have historically taken advantage of natural resources by 
establishing public beaches on the American River in the 
early teens and completing construction in 1909 on the 
Riverside Baths. A fully enclosed pool with diving boards 
and water slides, the bath’s water supply came from a 
symbolic artesian well that supplied water at temperatures 
up to eighty-two degrees. Riverside was just the first of 
many public and private pools created over the next 
thirty years.

The early teens also saw the beginnings of a movement 
to preserve the American River Parkway as a public 
recreation area. In 1959 the County Department of 
Parks and Recreation recognized the public’s need 
for greater access to the American River and began 
opening recreational opportunities along the lower 
half of the river. In 1961 when a local developer 
proposed building a subdivision 125 feet from the 
river, the community rallied to preserve river and 
the land bordering each side. The result was the 
creation of the American River Parkway, considered 
one of Sacramento’s finest resources. Stretching 
thirty-one and a half miles from the confluence 
of the American and Sacramento Rivers to Beal’s Don Rivett Collection
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Point in the Folsom Lake Recreation Area, the parkway offers water recreation for all. According 
to California Superior Court Judge Richard A. Hodge in his decision paper for Enviromental 
Defense Fund, Inc. (EDF, Inc.) vs. East Bay Municipal Utility District (EBMUD) 1989:

The American River parkway is unique among urban rivers in the United States. 
Running through the center of the Sacramento metropolitan area, the river and 
parkway provide a public recreational resource of great value and regional 
significance; it has no equivalent in California and few equivalents in the country.

The Sacramento region is rich in water recreation resources and chooses to preserve and 
protect its treasures. In the following pages you have the opportunity to view the public at play, 
enjoying its natural and man-made water recreation areas. Take your time and see how many 
ways we, the public, have learned (over the years) to relax and enjoy the resource of water in 
the Sacramento area.
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Auburn Dam: Our Future
By Roger Canfield, 

Auburn Dam Council 

History: Battling the Inland Sea 
The inhabitants of the Sacramento-American River region have battled an inland sea2 for a 
century-and-a-half. At times they’ve been forced to evacuate, at others to live surrounded by rising 
waters. In 1862 Governor Leland Stanford was even rowed to his swearing-in ceremony at the 
State Capitol. Repairing levee breaks, which happens eventually to all levees, was a constant 
task. Will Green, a newspaperman from Colusa, saw that building higher levees and dredging3 
narrow river channels would never be enough to stop the next flood. Finally, the State of California 
and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (Corps) built bypasses to divert the deluges and dams to 
regulate river flows. A dam at Auburn was planned from the 1920s through 1998.4  

The history of the Sacramento region is flooding and close calls.5 Every ten years or so Sacramento 
flirts with catastrophe. Farms and rural areas go under, but Sacramento escapes by days, hours 
and inches. Thank the bypasses and yes, the dams. Folsom, Shasta, and Oroville Dams averted 
major floods in 1956, 1964, 1986, 1995 and 1997.6 Therefore, the question is not if, but when the 
next great flood strikes the region.

The Sacramento County Historical Society, through its membership, programs, and SACRAMENTO 
HISTORY JOURNAL, strives to raise public awareness of local history. Vital issues regularly 
emerge requiring discussion, and sometimes, debate. The purpose of the following forum is to 
provide a place for dialogue, in an unedited commentary format for our reader’s consideration. 
The Society takes no position on this issue, but rather serves as a conduit of ideas and opinions.  
We invited representatives of the Auburn Dam Council and Protect American River Canyons to 
articulate why a dam built on the North Fork of the American River would or would not serve 
the best interests in the region.

“. . . [S]ome were drowned in their beds . . .” 
 Diary of Dr. John F. Morse, 1850 Sacramento Flood1 



         

The Present: Worst Flood Protection in America 
Today Sacramento has the worst flood protection of any metropolis in the nation – less protection 
than a one-in-100 risk of flooding every year. Every major Mississippi River city, except New 
Orleans, and those on the Ohio River have 500-year or better flood protection. The Big Easy 
had 250-year protection before Hurricane Katrina.7 The Netherlands and Japan design their 
flood protection for 10,000-years. Gen. Gerald E. Galloway, former Executive Director of the 
Interagency Floodplain Management Review Committee, who led a Clinton White House study in 
1993, recommended a 500-year standard for major urban areas. At 60, 78, or 100-year protection, 
Sacramento has no standard whatsoever. 

Near Future: Half Measures To Disaster
So what is to be done? Buy flood insurance to “replace the irreplaceable” and prepare to 
evacuate?8 Katrina redux? The raising of Folsom Dam9 and fortifying miles of forever-leaking 
levees just might provide one-in-200 protection. Since New Orleans had 250-year protection, 
these are less than half-measures, to be completed ten years from now. Certainly levee repairs, 
flood insurance and evacuation plans are prudent and necessary, but ultimately insufficient. 
We face an “absolute certainty of eventual catastrophic flooding.”10
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Legacy: Catastrophe for Posterity?
In Sacramento, a one-in-200-year flood – a Katrina Lite – would submerge 104,000 homes; 
3,820 commercial buildings; 573 industrial sites and 212,000 acres of land. It would cost $14 
billion in damages. At risk are $47 billion in ever increasing property values, including billions 
of dollars in new downtown office buildings being constructed and planned. How deep will the 
water be in Natomas, the Pocket, Campus Commons, downtown, midtown? What about in 
Land Park, Curtis Park, east Sacramento, Del Paso Heights, and homes along the American 
River to the east? Try 102 square miles under eleven feet of water, with 157,000 people facing 
six feet and an additional 118,000 people dealing with ten feet of unwanted water. Some 63,800 
structures within eighty-five square miles would be destroyed. In 2000 the Sacramento Area 
Flood Control Agency (SAFCA) estimated 300,000 jobless for a year, losing $10 billion in 
income.11 About five hundred people would drown, all from Katrina Lite.

Auburn Dam: Solution That May Not Be Spoken
The controversial Auburn Dam would provide about a one-in-500 risk according to the Corps,12 
the California Department of Water Resources (Water Resources),13 and the U.S. Bureau of 
Reclamation (Reclamation).14 It is indisputable that an Auburn Dam solves the risk of a 250-to 
500-year flood.15  The Auburn Dam is vital for the safety of our families. Decades of studies have 
also shown Auburn’s other benefits – water supplies, pollution-free electricity, environmental 
enhancements, and expanded recreation.  

The People’s Choice: Auburn Dam 
The voters support the building of a dam. In 1990, 59 percent favored Measure T directing the 
Sacramento Board of Supervisors to finance a multipurpose dam and 82 percent supported 
taxes on themselves to improve flood protection. The voters got neither.16 

The American River Authority (ARA), a joint powers agency of San Joaquin, El Dorado 
and Placer County agencies,17 polled Sacramento voters in December 2005. Told that the 
dam would provide 500-year flood protection and water for drinking, wildlife, electricity and 
recreation, 62 percent supported an Auburn Dam. Only 25 percent opposed.18 The Auburn Dam 
Council19 conducted surveys of voters in El Dorado, Placer and Sacramento with 58, 59, and 62 
percent supporting it respectively.20

Many elected officials at the state and federal level and their predecessors have supported the 
Auburn Dam: U.S. Congressmen Ose, Lungren, Engle, Johnson, Pombo, Herger, and Doolittle; 
California State Assemblymen Niello, Leslie, Richter, Nakanishi, Gaines, Bowler, Oller, Knowles, 
LaMalfa, Pescetti; and California State Senators Cox, Leslie, Doolittle. U.S. Congressman 
John T. Doolittle has led the cause in good times and bad. Anthony Pescetti chairs the Auburn 
Dam Council.  

However, a passionate minority has vetoed public safety due to their concerns about the 
environment, earthquakes, costs and water.21



         

Environment: Fish, Foul and Human
The 2005 ARA poll determined respondents’ top issue to be “protecting our water supply 
from pollution and other contamination,” at 65 percent. Hurricane Katrina’s waters reeked 
with toxic chemicals, raw sewage and carcasses, all while washing away wildlife habitat.22 
“Katrina caused . . . the largest single devastation of fish and wildlife since the Exxon Valdez.”23 
This is environmental destruction, all preventable. In 1982, New Orleans rejected a $757 
million Lake Pontchartrain hurricane barrier. The barrier would have saved New Orleans and 
its environment.24   

Environmentally, the Auburn Dam would flood a canyon, but it builds a beautiful mountain 
lake, 150 miles of trails and up to 200 campsites. All oak, chaparral, pine forest and riverine 
habitat lost under the lake will be replaced. The American River Parkway Preservation Society 
(ARPPS) reports that Auburn Dam’s controlled water flows and temperature will benefit fall 
run salmon and the human beings who recreate in the parkway. Retaining up to 2.7 million25 
acre-feet of run-off annually in the watershed provides adequate flow of high quality water for 
the salmon and protects the physical integrity of the American River Parkway for migratory and 
resident wildlife and diverse natural vegetation.26
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Earthquakes: A Fear that Does Not Go Away
After the Oroville Dam area experienced a 5.7 magnitude quake in 1975, construction was halted 
and exhaustive earthquake fault studies begun. Oroville had recent quakes nearby, but Auburn 
had not. Michael Shaeffer, a retired Reclamation engineer, recently reviewed the many quake 
studies.27 He admitted that a computer model, a fantasy game, did project a horrible, disappearing 
dam inundating Sacramento. Scary. Wendel Carlson, a retired Reclamation geologist, who wrote 
a summary report on all these studies, told the author that the U.S. Geological Survey team, oft 
cited by dam opponents, based their analysis on drive-by observations. They did not use the real 
world data in the complete studies. Their computer model generated its own “data,” which was 
not based on empirical observations. Therefore, Shaeffer calls the computer model unrealistic.  

In contrast, Reclamation’s studies conducted at the actual dam site, found in more than twenty 
volumes, are based upon 19,807 feet of core samples and twenty miles of trenches. The results 
from real data found the chances of an earthquake at the site are infinitely small, perhaps as little 
as one-in-100-million years, an event less probable than falling out of your bed in the morning. 
As we have seen, the odds of a devastating flood in the next ten years are far, far greater.28 
Cecil Andrus, President Carter’s Secretary of Interior agreed that a safe dam could be built.29 On 
January 30, 2007, the latest Reclamation report said there was a “high degree of certainty that a 
dam . . . can safely be constructed.”30

Dam-induced earthquakes? Studies of all of California’s dam sites found that no quakes could 
be exclusively attributed to dams. It is wiser to plan for a virtual certainty than a scary computer 
game.   

Still planning for the worst, a one hundred million year quake, Shaeffer reminds us that the Auburn 
dam is designed for a “maximum probable event,” a magnitude 6.5 on the logarithmic Richter scale. 
The Oroville quake was 5.7. A 6.5 quake is eighty times the magnitude of the Oroville quake. 

Cost: What’s a Dam Worth?
An Auburn Dam costing $10 billion31 because of a thirty year delay will surely not get any 
cheaper, nor will the price of clean water and pollution-free electricity. The sale of water and 
electricity, both in short supply in California, will pay for the Auburn Dam numerous times over. 
Oroville and Folsom dams were once said to be too costly; they are now long paid off. Water 
and electricity sales will keep on giving. Reclamation estimates that the hydropower alone will 
produce $53 to $113 million annually.32 Moreover, the private Auburn Dam Council has for years 
discussed local cost/bond/revenue sharing to build and manage the dam. In September 1988 
the ARA informed Reclamation that it could contribute $700 million to cost-share water and 
power costs for the 2.3 million acre-feet multipurpose dam.33

The alternative flood solutions, raising Folsom Dam and fixing levees, have costs not of $3 
billion or $5 billion, but of $6 billion to $12 billion. Building Auburn Dam will reduce the frequency 
of levee repairs, avoid costs of $14 to $30 billion in actual flood damages, and protect against 
hundred-million-dollar lawsuits.34 Therefore, the costs of these half-measures are tens of billions 
more than building a dam at Auburn.  



         

Water: The Great Thirst in Our Future
We have droughts, too. Auburn would hold 2.3 million acre-feet of water storage and allow 
Folsom to hold no less than 800,000 acre-feet most of the year. The annual yields35 will be 
750,000 acre-feet 80 percent of the time and 300,000 acre-feet in the driest years. Auburn’s 
capacity and yield is far larger than any other surface storage project in California, including 
the proposed Sites (1.8 and 250-350,000) and Temperance (1.3 and 165,000) reservoirs, and 
raising Shasta (636,000). Every study that includes Auburn shows it has the highest level of 
surface water storage.  It is said that Auburn water will be expensive. It will be cheap compared 
to desalination or recycled water, the oft-proffered alternatives. 

Conservation? Recycling? The entire Water Resource’s urban conservation plan might save 1.2 
million to 3.1 million acre-feet of water.36 Of course, driving agriculture out of rural California does 
provide large yields of water, in much the same way that bank robbery has high short-term yields.

Electricity: Summer in the City
Auburn’s 800 megawatts37 of pollution-free hydroelectric power will be more reliable than solar 
and wind, which work only when the sun shines or the wind blows. That’s why the Sacramento 
Municipal Utility District is quietly expanding its own extensive hydro capacity by building a brand 
new 400-megawatt hydro project at Iowa Hill along the American River. That’s only a few miles 
from where Auburn Dam generators might be built and where the Middle Fork project has been 
delivering electricity and revenues for nearly fifty years. 

People and growth are not going away. Every federal census and estimate of the California 
Department of Finance proves it. Do not build it, and they will still come. 

Auburn Dam: Build it Now or Build it Later
Governor Schwarzenegger has declared a levee emergency; Governor Davis oversaw power 
blackouts. Some future governor will have a water supply emergency. The answer is Auburn 
Dam. Even levee patches, which force grout down eighty feet, provide only a fraction of Auburn’s 
500-year flood protection, none of its 2.3 million acre-feet of water, and none of its 800 megawatt-
hours of electricity.38 

Public officials have a moral obligation to protect the public’s safety from floods, droughts and 
blackouts. That is the mandate.

Our elected representatives will move forward on an Auburn Dam, or expect their legacy to be the 
Great Flood, the Great Thirst, and the Great Blackout.

The Auburn Dam Council has worked for nearly fifty years to support the Auburn Dam. It 
meets every first Monday morning of the month at 7:00 A.M. at Coco’s at Madison and Sunrise 
in Fair Oaks. For more information, please visit www.auburndamcouncil.org. 
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Auburn Dam: Unnecessary and Too Expensive
By Gary Estes, 

Protect American River Canyons

There are two types of dams – economic and political. Economic dams are those whose benefits 
outweigh their costs, thereby justifying their construction. Political dams are the opposite, 
economically unfeasible yet promoted by special interests with ties to elected officials who 
are in a position to support their construction. With over 1,350 dams currently standing across 
California, dam experts agree that the best economic dams have been built. Auburn Dam is a 
political dam. In its forty year history, an unexpected earthquake and changing economics have 
revealed it as a dam of marginal benefit to the region.

Historical Overview
On September 2, 1965, President Lyndon Johnson signed legislation approving the construction 
of a multi-purpose Auburn Dam by the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation (Reclamation) as part of the 
Central Valley Project. It would probably have been completed if not for an earthquake, which 
slowed its progress and enabled societal changes to overtake and stop it. On August 1, 1975, 
an earthquake measuring 5.7 on the Richter scale occurred near Oroville Dam, about fifty miles 
northwest of Auburn. This event raised earthquake safety questions about the dam’s thin-arch 
design. Construction continued as studies were undertaken to address these concerns.1 

In 1979, the Secretary of Interior announced the dam would be redesigned due to the earthquake 
hazard. A new design was selected, but President Jimmy Carter viewed it as a waste of taxpayer 
money and opposed its construction. As a result, work stopped in 1979.
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President Ronald Reagan called for smaller government and lower taxes in the 1980s. He pushed 
through changes requiring all dam construction costs for water and hydropower features payable 
by other governmental entities. Also, federal dollars were now limited to 65 percent of the costs for 
flood control features with the rest provided by non-federal sponsors. Auburn Dam hopes faded as 
reassigned costs exceeded benefits. 

In February 1986, a record-breaking flood struck northern California.  The levees of the American 
and Sacramento Rivers were stressed by record flows. This flood highlighted deficiencies in the 
flood control system, and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (Corps) was tasked to find solutions.

In 1992, the Corps proposed building a smaller, flood-control-only dam at Auburn which would hold 
water for several weeks during a major flood and then release it. No water storage was provided for 
water supply and hydropower. In 1996, the U.S. House of Representatives rejected Auburn Dam 
by a vote of 273-140. Voting against it were local Congressman John T. Doolittle (Republican), 
who wanted a multi-purpose dam, environmentally-sensitive members of Congress who feared 
the dry dam would later be converted into a multi-purpose one, and fiscally conservative members 
who balked at the high cost when cheaper alternatives were available. Again in 1996, Congress 
reconsidered and rejected Auburn Dam by a vote in the responsible House committee.

After failing twice to get Congressional approval for Auburn Dam, the Sacramento Area Flood 
Control Agency (SAFCA) examined the alternatives. They are now working on construction 
projects to (1) strengthen and raise levees, (2) raise Folsom Dam, and (3) build a new lower 
auxiliary spillway to enable larger releases before big flood events start by using improved weather 
forecasting. Another Folsom Dam operational change increases flood control storage space as 
upstream reservoirs fill.  

The last two construction projects are combined into the Joint Federal Project (JFP) announced 
by the Corps and Reclamation in December 2006. Raising Folsom Dam and building an auxiliary 
spillway is estimated to cost $1 billion.  Together these projects exceed SAFCA’s goal of protecting 
Sacramento against at least a 1-in-200 annual chance flood, or 200-year flood.

Since Hurricane Katrina’s destruction of New Orleans in September 2005, dam proponents have 
called for protecting Sacramento from the 1-in-500 annual chance flood, or 500-year flood, which 
they say only Auburn Dam can provide. However, SAFCA officials have not joined this call, because 
they understand it is unnecessary and too expensive for flood control. Let us understand why.

Unnecessary for Flood Control
All sides agree that Sacramento needs a high level of flood protection. Disagreement centers 
on the answers to two fundamental questions:  

 1. How big is the reasonably foreseeable flood that Sacramento should be 
  protected against?

 2.   How do we estimate the size of the reasonably foreseeable flood?



         

Answers require delving into statistics, hydrology, meteorology, and climatology. Over the years 
professionals have developed two approaches to estimate flood size – statistical-based and 
physical-based.

Statistical-Based Approach to Flood Estimation
The statistical-based approach was developed for the National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP) 
created by Congress in 1968 to establish the national standard for protecting life and property 
from the 1-in-100 annual chance flood, or 100-year flood.  Also, the national program requires 
the use of a consistent statistical method applying a mathematical formula to extrapolate 100-
year floods.  This is required due to the varying and short record lengths of 10 to 50+ years for 
gauged flow records used for estimating.

The government published Bulletin 17B to explain how to use the selected mathematical 
formula (log Pearson Type III).2  The mathematical formula can take 10 to 50+ years of records 
and extrapolate (infer or estimate by extending or projecting known information3) to infinity. At 
this point, a brief technical explanation is needed.

The formula takes the gauged annual peak flows (flood size), plots them on a graph, and 
computes a curved line that connects or passes close to the data points. Flood size is displayed 
on the vertical axis with time in years (1 to infinity) on the horizontal axis. This computed curve is 
called the “flood frequency curve.” It shows flood size and the number of years between floods 
averaged over many thousands of years. This is where the terms “1-in-100 annual chance 
flood” and “100-year flood” originate. The first term describes the mathematically computed 
chance or probability of the flood happening. The second term is shorthand for the statistical 
premise used in calculating the 1-in-100 flood, that is, 100 years is the average number of years 
a flood this size would occur when averaged over many thousands of years.

The statistical-based approach assumes the mathematical formula can estimate floods never 
experienced by extending the computed curve out in time on the graph. The point where the curve 
crosses the 500-year line will give the flood size for the 1-in-500 chance flood. This approach has 
two limitations. The first is on how far a flood frequency curve can be extrapolated.  Bulletin 17B 
recognized this and stated extrapolation beyond the 1-in-100 chance flood requires using “all 
types of analyses.” 4  

The rule of thumb is not to extrapolate more than two times the record length.5 Gauged data 
from the American River covers 102 years. Therefore, the limit for extrapolation is 200 years.  
This limitation was affirmed when the Corps asked the National Research Council to form a 
committee to help guide them with estimation of American River floods. The committee’s 1999 
report states that extrapolating beyond the 1-in-200 chance flood is contrary to analyses of 
precipitation records.6  

The second limitation in this approach is the use of other mathematical formulas to evaluate 
extrapolated flood sizes past the 200-year flood. A 2006 report completed for SAFCA shows the 
Bulletin 17B formula overestimates flood size when compared to computations derived from 
four other formulas. Sacramento’s 200-year flood, using the four formulas, is around a 2,000-
year flood, plus or minus 500 years.7  



         

The comparison also included the formula used to establish flood protection in the Netherlands.  
Critics comparing Sacramento’s 200-year protection goal to the Netherlands’ 1,750-year 
river protection have asked why Sacramento cannot do the same. Using the Dutch formula, 
Sacramento does!  Auburn Dam proponents call for protecting against the 500-year flood.  
Based on the Netherlands’ formula and three others, this level of protection will be exceeded on 
completion of the Joint Federal Project. 

Bulletin 17B said to use “all types of analyses” to estimate less frequent floods and to make 
flood estimates from observed and estimated precipitation. The physical-based approach does 
exactly this.

Physical-Based Approach to Flood Estimation
The physical-based approach is based on using knowledge about a watershed’s physical 
features – observed precipitation, rain and snow, and recorded flood flows – to build a 
computer model of the watershed. The model is calibrated using past floods. The model uses 
the highest precipitation records from the largest floods in the region (northern Sierra Nevada), 
which have not occurred in the American River, and simulates a flood in the watershed. The 
result is considered the largest reasonably foreseeable flood the watershed might experience, 
excluding extremely rare floods.  This is called the “standard project flood” or SPF.  

Corps’ engineering manuals explain the SPF in relationship to the statistical flood frequency 
curve described earlier. The SPF represents a very rare occurrence “. . . generally well beyond 
the range of events for which reliable frequency estimates (from statistically based frequency 
curves) could be made.”8 The manual continues:
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The SPF is intended as a practicable expression of the degree of protection 
to be considered for situations where protection of human life and high-valued 
property is required, such as for an urban levee or floodwall. It also provides a 
basis of comparison with the recommended protection for a given project.9

While the frequency of the standard project flood cannot be specified, it can be 
used as a guide in extrapolating frequency curves because it is considered to lie 
within a reasonable range of rare recurrence intervals, such as between once in 
200 years and once in 1,000 years.10

From Corps’ manuals we learn, (1) the SPF is another way to define flood protection for urban 
areas and (2) it can be anywhere from the 200-year to 1,000-year flood when computed 
following Bulletin 17B. The Joint Federal Project can control both the SPF and the 200-year 
flood, thereby ensuring Sacramento will be protected from the “reasonably foreseeable flood.”  
Auburn Dam is unnecessary for flood protection. It is also too expensive. 

Too Expensive 
Government studies show that Auburn Dam is too expensive for flood protection, water supply, 
and electricity supply.

Flood Protection
Flood control has been the driving force behind building an Auburn Dam since the 1986 flood.  
Without federal taxpayers paying 65 percent of its costs to provide flood protection, selling water 
and electricity alone will not pay its high construction cost. This is made clear in Reclamation’s 
report released January 30, 2007, estimating Auburn Dam’s total construction cost at $6 to $10 
billion. The economic gap is obvious when compared to the $1 billion cost for the Joint Federal 
Project announced in December 2006 to protect Sacramento from flooding. It is interesting to 
note that in 1987 Reclamation estimated Auburn Dam’s cost at $1.4 billion.11 

Water Supply
In 1997 the American River Water Resources Investigation evaluated alternatives for providing 
new water supply from the American River watershed.  It was prepared by Reclamation and the 
Sacramento Metropolitan Water Authority. Two alternatives provided nearly equal amounts of 
water. The Conjunctive Use Alternative produced the lowest cost at $369 per acre-foot versus 
$444 per acre-foot for the Auburn Dam Alternative.  The study evaluated three dams smaller than 
the original and the cost ranged from $1.8 to $2.2 billion to build (1996 dollars).12  The $6 to $10 
billion cost from Reclamation’s 2007 report means water would be even more expensive today.

On January 10, 2007, Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger announced a bond proposal for voter 
consideration in 2008 for $4 billion to build two dams for water storage. Auburn Dam proponents 
claim it is the best dam for water storage; however, it was not selected by the governor as one 
of the locations.

Electricity Supply
In 1992 the Auburn Dam As a Power Resource Option report, prepared by the Sacramento 
Municipal Utility District (SMUD), stated that based on the only available power generation data 
from 1987, which was dated, “. . . the cost of power from Auburn Dam would be two to three 
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times as expensive as power from SMUD’s most recently approved projects, as a minimum.”13 
In 1987 the dam’s cost was estimated at $1.4 billion. Reclamation’s 2007 report estimate of $6 
to $10 billion means higher costs, even with its increased generation capacity, than the 1987 
study calculated.

Conclusion
Numerous reports and studies support the conclusion an Auburn Dam is unnecessary and too 
expensive for flood control, water supply, and hydropower. Furthermore, alternative cost-
effective solutions will provide the protection Sacramento requires. Clearly, Auburn Dam still 
remains a political dam.

Protect American River Canyons (PARC) is a community-based, watershed education 
organization in Auburn. PARC was founded in the early 1970’s, to stop Auburn Dam. PARC is 
dedicated to the preservation of the wilderness, recreational, cultural, and historical resources 
of the North and Middle Forks of the American River and its canyons for all to responsibly care 
for and enjoy. In 2000, PARC was incorporated as a tax-exempt, non-profit organization under 
California and Federal laws. For more information, please visit www.parc-auburn.org. 
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