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Leveraging Science for 
Sustainable, Resilient Water 
Management

Science plays a key role in managing the reliability and sustainability of 
Metropolitan’s water resources. With the use of research, we are leading the way 
in water management and informing our policy decisions, regional planning, 
and regulatory compliance with science. We work with our partners to tackle 
common challenges.

This is critically important in the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta, the heart 
of California’s water delivery system, as well as home to a vital ecosystem. 
Metropolitan-owned lands in the Delta – Webb Tract, Bacon Island, Bouldin 
Island and Holland Tract – allow us to continue exploring ways Metropolitan can 
work collaboratively to improve the Delta’s declining ecosystem and promote 
water reliability in a living laboratory.

State and federal regulatory documents such as biological opinions, permits, 
and water quality control plans use the best-available science to manage this 
balance between the needs of the environment and needs of communities 
throughout the state. For example, data on species populations, habitats, and 
environmental conditions help predict how changes in water flow, temperature, 
and salinity affect ecosystems. 

Wildlife in Webb Tract
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2024 S C I E N T I F I C  A C H I E V E M E N T S R E P O RT  //

Science also supports the flexibility of water operations in the Delta, adapting 
operational rules based on real-time data and new findings, encouraging 
collaboration across agencies. By partnering with non-profit and private 
organizations, state and federal agencies, academia, and other stakeholders, 
Metropolitan's Bay-Delta Initiatives group helps reduce the district's costs, better 
reflect diverse perspectives, and support broad acceptance of project outcomes.

The team shares their findings on an ongoing basis in various formats, including 
presentations at meetings, symposia, conferences, and publications in peer-
reviewed journals. In 2024, BDI's research budget totalled $3.6 million dollars, 
with over 30% of that funding from grants from outside agencies.

14  
Research Studies 

and Projects

14  
Presentations

8 
Publications

2024 SUMMARY OF ACTIVITIES
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Since 2021, the Reorienting to Recovery California Central Valley Salmonid Recovery Project 
(R2R) has engaged hundreds of people from state and federal governmental agencies, non-
governmental organizations, Tribal Nations, and water, agriculture, and fishing industries to 
identify an approach to recovering Central Valley Chinook salmon populations to advance multi-
benefit solutions that promote a sustainable Bay-Delta, in alignment with Metropolitan’s priorities. 

This process fostered collaboration among parties with diverse interests and achieved broad 
support for a final hybrid recovery scenario that meets biological targets while balancing water 
supply, agriculture, fisheries, and other interests. With broad support, the group, including 
representatives from Metropolitan, finalized a report recommending a suite of habitat, hydrology, 
harvest and hatcheries actions to successfully recover salmonids in the Central Valley. These 
actions must be carried out across a range of water year types – especially dry years – to 
stabilize and grow populations.

The next phase will focus on refining and implementing this set of actions.

//  B AY-D E LTA I N I T I AT I V E S

Restoring Chinook 
Salmon

PROJECT MILESTONES

1

2

3

4

2021  
Define salmonid recovery

Outcome 
Defined biological objectives and 
thresholds of recovery

2022  
Engagement with interested parties 

Outcome  
Defined social, economic and other 

ecological interests 

2022-2024  
Structured decision making 

Outcome 
Scenario with a suite of actions to 
achieve salmonid recovery while 
balancing water supply, fisheries, and 
other interests 

Next Steps 
Implementation 

Refine and advance final scenario 

Fun Fact: R2R collected 
feedback from over 110 
agencies.
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Delta Smelt and Native  
Species Preservation

Metropolitan is leading a collaborative effort to preserve Delta smelt and native species in partnership with state and 
federal agencies and the University of California, Davis. This multi-agency collaboration also helps support the recovery 
of the Delta smelt population by using innovative and cost-effective breeding methods while gaining strong support from 
NGOs, academics, and government agencies.

This multi-agency collaboration also helps meet permit requirements, including those for the 2024 federal Biological 
Opinions and state Incidental Take Permit, to support fish populations. 

If these projects are successful, they could present an opportunity for agencies to further invest in the future of the Delta.

For more information, view this video: https://shorturl.at/yw0Wd.

Key Objectives

Metropolitan is helping to provide research and information to help the United States Bureau of Reclamation meet the 
following objectives:

•	 Enhance breeding methods to support the survival, spawning, and population growth of Delta smelt

•	 Achieve a production goal of 350,000 fish annually by 2030, up from the current 100,000 fish in 2024

Next Steps: Further optimize the pond culture of 
Delta smelt. Continue to develop the innovative 
restoration tool of floating wetlands.

Fun Fact: Metropolitan is the first water 
agency to study Delta smelt.

Delta smelt from a culture facility 
operated by UC Davis
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FLOATING WETLAND CONCEPT

1.	 Pilot Pond Study (2022–2023)

•	 Conducted on Bouldin Island 

•	 Successfully cultured Delta smelt in ponds, demonstrating that pond culture could be a viable 
low-cost alternative to culturing only using tanks

2.	 Floating Wetland Cage Study (2024–2026)

•	 Ongoing research exploring the use of floating wetlands to enhance habitat, food availability, and 
fish survival

•	 Secured grant funding to support continued research

3.	 Pond Harvest Study (Planned for Fall 2025)

•	 This research investigates the feasibility of pond-based Delta smelt production and optimal 
harvest techniques

•	 A successful outcome could facilitate rapid expansion of pond production to meet USBR goals

//  B AY-D E LTA I N I T I AT I V E S
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Multi-Benefit Landscape 
Restoration on Webb Tract
Webb Tract, a Metropolitan-owned island located in the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta, presents an 
opportunity to transform the land from its existing agricultural use to a more sustainable mosaic of rice 
farming, wetlands, and high-quality habitat. Through two projects - one that focuses on conversion of 
existing agricultural lands to rice, and the other to create a wetland mosaic that provides diverse habitats 
for a wide range of plant and animal species - Metropolitan will promote sustainable agriculture and 
enhanced ecosystem benefits. Together these projects contribute to Metropolitan’s mission to provide 
high quality water in an economically and environmentally responsible way.

Key goals of these multi-benefit projects include halting peat oxidation and reversing subsidence, 
promoting carbon sequestration, generating sustainable revenue to support land management, and 
restoring high-quality habitat for wildlife.

These projects are made possible by a $20.9 million grant from the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta 
Conservancy as part of its Nature-Based Solutions: Wetlands Restoration Grant Program. The grant 
provides funding to offset the cost of converting existing agricultural practices to rice. The second 
supports design, permitting and construction of approximately 2,300 acres of wetland on this deeply 
subsided island. The grant also funds quantification of greenhouse gas emissions before and after 
construction. The project will incorporate and encourage establishment of native vegetation and include 
adaptive management strategies to enhance ecosystem benefits.

Project Milestones

•	 Spring 2025: Utilize Cutting the Green Tape Initiative to streamline California Environmental Quality 
Act and permit approvals for the wetland restoration project

•	 Summer 2025: Award lease agreement for conversion of existing farmland to rice

•	 Fall 2025: Complete project design and advertising construction contract 

•	 Ongoing: Continue public outreach and engagement

 

Webb Tract

2024 S C I E N T I F I C  A C H I E V E M E N T S R E P O RT  //

6



Rice

Wetland Mosaic
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WEBB TRACT PROJECTS OVERVIEW

Fun Fact: The Western Pond Turtle, one of the many 
Delta species these projects seek to support, can 

only eat underwater because it needs the pressure 
of the water to swallow the food.
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Metropolitan is participating in a collaborative research initiative bringing diverse interests together to address the state’s 
most pressing water needs, with a commitment to ensuring historically excluded voices are included in the decision-
making process. The Collaboratory for Equity in Water Allocation program is led by researchers from six Universities of 
California and California State University campuses, working in partnership with state and federal government agencies, 
Native American tribes, community groups, water districts, and non-profit organizations. By broadening participation and 
sharing data, the group is focused on empowering all Californians to influence decisions over how water is managed, 
focusing on challenges such as insufficient water supply, climate change impacts, and the need for balanced distribution 
among agriculture, urban areas, and the environment. 

To kick off the project in 2024, Metropolitan helped fund a project that explores how climates in the future and operations 
of the State Water Project could affect water availability for the millions of people and industries it serves. 

Bringing Diverse Perspectives 
to Water Management

2024 S C I E N T I F I C  A C H I E V E M E N T S R E P O RT  //

Metropolitan leading a tour of its Delta islands for students 
from the University of California Water Academy, a program 

partly funded by the COEQWAL project.

Next Steps: A public 
website with accessible 
water planning tools will 
be released by the end of 
2025.
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Bouldin Island

Using Decision Support Tools 
to Improve Water Management 
and Outcomes for Fish 
Securing a sustainable and resilient Bay-Delta system that supports water supply reliability and ecosystem health often 
requires making decisions in the face of uncertainty. Structured Decision Making (SDM) tools like Value of Information 
(VOI) provide decision-makers a quantitative approach for weighing the trade-offs between investing in research to gather 
more information or proceeding despite uncertainties. 

This collaborative project uses VOI to help the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation and its partners, including Metropolitan, identify 
and prioritize research that will improve outcomes for aquatic species and water supply. To date, the collaboration has 
held a workshop for technical staff to get hands-on training in VOI tools, implemented VOI in four case studies involving 
decisions on how to meet requirements for listed fish species within the permits for operating the water projects, and 
hosted a special session at the Bay-Delta Science Conference showcasing VOI applied to management decisions in the 
Bay-Delta watershed.

Next Steps: In 2025, staff 
from Metropolitan, U.S. 
Bureau of Reclamation, U.S. 
Fish & Wildlife Service and 
U.S. Geological Survey will 
co-instruct a week-long SDM 
course with topics including 
VOI for over two dozen 
technical staff at state and 
federal resource agencies, 
NGOs, and public water 
agencies.

Fun Fact: This year, 
Metropolitan participated in 
an SDM exercise on State 
Water Project regulations 
related to Delta smelt. As 
a result of this effort, the 
SWP saved approximately 
150,000 acre-feet of water. 
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About Metropolitan
The Metropolitan Water District of Southern California is a state-established cooperative that provides water to its 26 member 
agencies in a service area of nearly 19 million people across six counties. The district imports water from the Colorado River and 
Northern California to supplement local supplies, and helps its members to develop increased water conservation, recycling, storage 
and other resource-management programs.
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