
Water : Limitations : Ingenuity : Adaptation 
 
Santa Barbara’s history and development have been shaped and molded by water and 
drought. The native Chumash people established villages near good water sources. The 
Presidio military outpost, constructed by the Spanish in 1782, was sited near springs—but 
out of the Estero, which was the natural slough that occupied much of the downtown area 
from today's Chase Palm Park to just below the High School.  

 
The Santa Barbara Mission was built in 1786 on the banks of Mission Creek. The region 
suffered from drought in the 1790s and the undependable supply from the creek was 
insufficient to sustain the Mission’s agricultural crops and burgeoning cattle herds. 
 
Drought conditions sculpted our region’s commercial development.  The cattle barons on 
the huge ranchos that were granted during the Spanish and Mexican eras in the early 
1800s saw 80% of their herds—200,000 cattle—die in the drought of 1862.  Many of them 
were forced to divide their properties, leading to the development of smaller land holdings 
and family farms.  The Hope and Hollister ranches raised sheep and were able to remain 
intact well into the 1900s.  

 
In response to the historic drought of 1862, and spurred by the growing population of Santa 
Barbara, City planners were intent on securing a more reliable year-round water supply.  In 
addition to digging wells, they looked to the Santa Ynez River. They sold bonds and 
undertook an ambitious project to dig the Mission tunnel through the Santa Ynez mountain 
range and build a dam to establish what would become Gibraltar Reservoir. The dam was 
completed in 1911 and the reservoir in 1920. 
 
As population in the area continued to grow, Santa Barbara again turned to the Santa Ynez 
River to meet increasing needs for a year-round water supply. After another drought in the 
1940s, a solution to South Coast needs was provided by the construction in 1953 of 
Bradbury Dam and Cachuma Lake. South Coast communities worked closely to assure 
federal authorization of the Cachuma Lake project and it continues as the region’s primary 
water supply. Today, the lake also serves to convey State Water to the South Coast 
through the State Aqueduct's coastal branch that was constructed in 1997.   
 
As our climate warms, the frequency, intensity, and duration of droughts will increase. The 
South Coast will face water shortages regularly. The reservoirs that have been created by 
dams are shrinking as they fill with silt and create environmental challenges for habitats 
and coastline. 
 
What are the prospects for this community’s water supplies? We have initiated valuable 
water-saving measures, such as using recycled water in parks and schools. Our 
community’s support has resulted in recognition throughout the state of our innovative 
leadership in water conservation. In coming years, recycling and desalination will be 
increasingly important elements in continuing to address the problems of water supply for 
this arid region. 
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