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Stakeholder and community participation in the 

California Voluntary Drought Initiative can 

improve regulatory certainty for participating 

individuals and entities as well as 

increase the likelihood of survival 

and recovery of California’s ESA and CESA 

listed salmon and steelhead populations. 
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Frequently Asked Questions: 
What are the eligibility requirements to participate in 

the VDI?

• The VDI is available to Landowners and Water Users 

in California who do not have an existing ESA Section 

7 nexus, ESA Section 10 permit, CESA Incidental Take 

permit or other CESA authorization, or other fish 

passage or flow agreements with 

NMFS or CDFW.

Does the VDI expire?

• The VDI does not expire.  It is considered a “living 

document” that can be updated by NMFS and CDFW at 

any time.  

Do Individual VDI Agreements expire?

• Individual VDI  Agreements under this initiative are 

limited to a duration not exceeding one year and may 

be renewed on an annual basis.  

The VDI represents the shared vision of NMFS 

and CDFW that voluntary, collaborative 

solutions memorialized in writing can minimize 

the impacts of water use on participating 

individuals and entities as well as vulnerable 

species, while providing improved regulatory 

certainty for local communities during drought.

Challenge
California has been experiencing severe and unprecedented 

drought conditions. The increase in frequency and intensity of 

drought conditions are challenging the survival and recovery of 

California’s salmon and steelhead populations listed under the 

Federal ESA and the California ESA.

Solution
NMFS and CDFW invite Landowners and Water Users to 

participate in the California Voluntary Drought Initiative (VDI) to 

maintain enough water for fish spawning and survival and 

implement other collaborative actions.

The VDI will reduce the negative effects of 
drought on salmon and steelhead populations.
Landowners and Water Users can voluntarily participate in the 
following collaborative actions:

• Implementing targeted flow conservation strategies 

• Providing instream flows necessary for fish survival and 

persistence

• Monitoring and evaluating success of these measures

• Facilitating fish rescues and relocation efforts

• Enhancing floodplain inundation and groundwater recharge 

The VDI will minimize the impacts of water use 

on participating individuals and entities. 

Landowners and Water Users can receive the following benefits 

from voluntary participation: 

• Landowners and Water Users may limit their liability and 

potential penalties under ESA and CESA 

• NMFS and CDFW will consider participation in the VDI as an 

important mitigating factor if unintentional take of listed species 

occurs

• Landowners and Water Users may be eligible for financial and 

technical assistance 

• Landowners and Water Users create a pathway for their 

community to develop cooperative solutions and regional 

approaches to water conservation and maintaining instream 

flows. These types of activities could be important for 

consideration by the State Water Resources Control Board if 

water right curtailments are needed in the future.

Figure 2. Juvenile Coho salmon in the 
Russian River watershed during the 2021 drought.  
All images were captured by California Sea Grant. 

Take a picture 

to download the

California Voluntary

Drought Initiative, or view

the NOAA NMFS West Coast 

Region Drought website or 

the CDFW Drought website 

Figure 1. Green Valley Creek 
before (left) and after (right) 
Jackson Valley Wines committed 
to releasing water for flow 
restoration. All images were 
captured by California Sea Grant. 


