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Water in Chile and California: 
similar but different



Hidroclimatologíaactual e impactos del cambio climático

Chile and California: historic collaboration based 
on mutual interests and challenges

Mediterranean climate
Range from <100 to >1000 mm/year
Snowmelt dominated hydrology



Similar Geography



Region Area 
(Km2)

Population 
(Million)

GDP per capita 
(USD/year)

California 227,000 34.9 66,310
CentralChile 253,000 16.6 13,236

Different levels of development



Similar climate and hydrology 
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Future climate: general trends are ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊΧōǳǘ 



Future hydrology
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Reduction in summer months water availability 
would be a common feature in both regions.



Similar

Water resources

Location

Water demand ▓□
Crop surface 
▓□

Gravit. 
irrigation (%)
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Chile (North of Maipo
included)

4.0 0.6 1700 2104 55

Chile (South of Maipo) 10.9 0.3 2590 8539 80

California (Sacramento) 9.8 1.1 2030 5943 53

California (Coast) 2.0 6.0 1214 2428 22

California (San 
Joaquín/Tulare)

21.8 1.7 8541 12730 46

Both regions have agriculture as the main user of water 
resources and a relevant economic sector. 



Similar but very different

Water resources
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Runoff(km3) 5 160 165 27 14 10 51
Storage
(km3)

1 11 12 20 16 6 42

Storage/
Runoff

25% 7% 7% 73% 112% 63% 82%

California has a greater presence of infrastructure used 
to regulate water and convey it over large distances. 



Water governance (institutions, laws)

- Both regions rely appropriative water right systems. 
More ŜƴŦƻǊŎƛƴƎ ƻŦ άōŜƴŜŦƛŎƛŀƭέ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǿŀǘŜǊ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƛƴ 
California. 

- Both regions have water markets to reallocate water 
being more active in Chile.

- Water distribution in California relies both in state 
based agencies (many related to infrastructure 
operation) and local water use organizations as 
compared to Chile which relies only on the later ones.

- Other differences: flood control rules and 
environmental regulations



Overall California is more efficient and productive

Characteristic
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Precipitation (km3) 256 159
Total crop (km2) 14,929 32,885
Total crop/ Precipitation 
(km2/km 3)

58 207

Infrastructure development and a remarkable proportion 
of groundwater use have accelerated expansion of 
agriculture and supply for cities in California, compared 
to central  Chile. 



But not necessarily less vulnerable to climate shocks

Limarí River Maipo River
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Feather River American River

MercedRiver KingsRiver
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Both areas have experienced major droughts in the 
last decade. 

SPI 12 - Chile SPI 12 - California




