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SACRAMENTO, Calif. — 

A bill would enhance protections along levees and bypasses, as well as make 
it illegal to put up encampments on the structures, following a KCRA3 
investigation. 

Assembly member Jim Cooper, D-Elk Grove, authored AB 137, which would 
prohibit people from altering the stability of levees or bypasses, as well as 
prohibit people from living and camping on the structures. The legislation 
would make it a misdemeanor charge. 
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“I saw the story on KCRA3,” Cooper said. “For the past five or 10 years, we 
spent over $3 billion to shore up our levees. And we’ve seen levee breaks 
here in the Sacramento, San Joaquin Valley and how devastating it can be.” 

A KCRA3 investigation found some encampments along Sacramento River 
levees in the Natomas area were digging and carving into the levee, posing a 
threat to thousands of homes on the floodplain. 

“The encampment site was about 25 to 30 feet in width and went down about 
4 or 5 feet,” said Kevin King, with Reclamation District 1000. “Unfortunately, 
when that happens, it does compromise the integrity of the levee.” 
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RD 1000 is responsible for the American and Sacramento river levees 
surrounding Natomas. 

“The district has seen a rapid expansion in the encampment and excavation 
into the levee system over the last 18 to 24 months,” King said. “One of them 
was a set of sloped stairways as a walking path because some of the levee 
embankments are pretty steep. We felt that we needed some immediate help 
to make sure the levee system wasn’t at risk.” 

RD 1000 identified three sites along a 6-mile stretch of levee that needed 
repairs and cleared roughly 80 encampments. 

“It was very fortunate that we only discovered the three sites. We had a fear 
and suspicion that it was going to be far more extensive than that,” King said. 
“It awakened us to say, ‘Hey, you know, we really need to go in and view and 
maintain our ability to see the levee system.’” 

King believes AB 137 would help keep levees and other flood control 
infrastructure robust. 

“We understand there’s all sorts of issues regarding homelessness, but the 
levee system is one of those pieces of infrastructure that just cannot be 
tampered with,” King said. 

Cooper said the bill passed the state Senate and will head to the state 
Assembly next month. 

“It is critical infrastructure,” Cooper said. “We want to make sure that law 
enforcement or whoever, park rangers, have the ability come out there and 
enforce those laws and make sure we maintain the integrity of those levees. 
That's really the most important thing.” 

There is criticism that AB 137 would criminalize a growing population of 
individuals experiencing homelessness. 

“Nobody wants to see millions of dollars to the levees. Any kind of flooding 
would be horrifying for this community,” said Bob Erlenbusch, with 
the Sacramento Regional Coalition to End Homelessness. “I understand the 
intention, but I don’t think it’s very well thought through. It’s pretty misguided to 
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make it a misdemeanor when alternatives aren’t being provided -- either for 
shelter or sanitation.” 

There are more than 1,100 miles of levees across the state, which is longer 
than the entire California coastline. 

 


