Consequences of the Klamath Project

 

 

The Klamath Water crisis has been one-hundred years in the making.  The root problems began with the shortsighted development of a massive irrigation project and federal and state officials promising too much water to too many interests.  The consequence, nearly 80% of Klamath Basin wetlands destroyed, entire lakes drained, the elimination of natural river and stream flows, extinction of species,ecosystem collapse, and ultimately detrimental economic effects.

 

The ESA or Endangered Species Act, is only the latest of a series of laws and responsibilities that the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation has attempted to ignore over the last decade of federal mismanagement of the Klamath’s resources.  In addition, the ongoing operation of the Bureau’s Irrigation Project has been in violation of the Federal Tribal Trust agreement.  The tribes have always had seniority over the water rights, but those rights have been ignored.  The Bureau has also been in violation of the Federal Energy river flow requirements, the Clean Water Act, and basic common sense.

 

The Klamath Basin, once described as the “Everglades of the West”, once held 350,000 acres of shallow lakes, freshwater marshes, wet meadows, and basins in Southern Oregon and Northern California.  Today at least 80% of these wetlands have been drained and converted to agriculture.  The Klamath did however increase in the number of freshwater wetlands after its construction.  As a result, 75% or more of the millions of waterfowl migrating along the Pacific stop in both fall and spring to feed and rest in the Klamath Basin.  The Klamath Basin was so important to America’s birds that six National Wildlife Refugees were established in the area.  But for many, many years these refuges have been without water.  However, the lack of water is not the only problem.  The farms also use dozens of toxic pesticides.  These pesticides reduce bird numbers through exposure, the killing their food source, and by eliminating cover plants that the birds use for shelter.  Dry refuges mean that migrating birds would head farther south leaving roughly 1,000 bald eagles that feed on waterfowl each year, left to starve.  Over the last 50 years there has been a massive bald-eagle die-off that has prompted environmentalists to bring suit against the BOR.

 

Since the project began in the early 1900’s, the water level of the Upper Klamath Lake had been set by the federal agencies at 4,137-foot elevation.  This is 6 feet lower than the lake’s historical and natural 4,143 foot elevation.  The 6 ft decrease in water level leaves birds, amphibians, fish, and other wildlife species with no marsh wetlands at all.  Continually dry marshes are a major problem for wildlife and the health of the lake.  The low water level contributes to poor water quality.  When the marshes dry out, the organic soils decompose faster than when under water.  The products of this decomposition are nutrients that are naturally present in the lake, but too high of levels can cause many of the water quality problems.

 

There have been many major kills of salmon in the Klamath River in the last 100 years.  This has been due to low water flows.  Low flows have been preventing fish from finding cover along the river’s edges.  Also high temperatures, low oxygen levels, and poor water quality have been a lethal combination for the fish in the Klamath.  As the water level decreases, the depth of the river and the velocity also decrease.  Shallow water heats up quickly in the sun and sparks the outbreak of diseases.  Salmon in high water temperatures are especially vulnerable to gill rot which destroys their respiratory system causing the fish to suffocate.  The Klamath also suffers for being a waste drain for over 470,000 acres of fertilized farmland.  The nitrate runoff creates massive algae blooms which take oxygen from the water.  The daytime temperatures have been so high in the Klamath that no fish can even be seen between 7am and 7pm.  The fish travel upriver at night because the water is cooler.  However, the algae’s oxygen consuming phase takes place at night, reducing the oxygen to deadly levels just when the salmon need it most.

 

The Salmon and Steelhead Recovery Coalition formally Petitioned the California Fish and Game to list the Coho Salmon as an endangered species.  The population of Coho north of San Francisco have declined by 90% and now stand at 1% of their historic populations.  Some of the threats to the Coho include migration barriers, habitat degradation, water diversion, and disease.  The Upper Klamath River had runs of 1,600 Coho before the 1920’s and these Coho are now extinct.  The Coalition stressed in their petition that the loss of any of the Coho population causes an irreversible blow to the genetic pool of the species and will jeopardize their recovery forever.  Other associations have also declared that 3700 fishing related jobs have been lost due to the decline of fish, and they blame the Klamath River Irrigation.

 

From the mouth, the Klamath ascends a narrow gorge through mountainous redwood forest.  For about 40 miles, the land one mile to either side is Yurok reservation.  The gorge shelters the ancient village site of Kepel, a focal point of the traditional culture of the Klamath’s native populations.  Over the course of a millennia, hundreds of Yurok, Hupa, and Karuk tribes-people would gather in Kepel to celebrate the sacred spring Chinook salmon run.  The spiritual leader conducting the ceremony would wait several days until after the salmon run had passed upriver before allowing any fish to be taken.  The waiting period assured that plenty of fish reached upriver communities and provided for the completion of the spawning cycle.  The tribes have depended on the fish in the Klamath for thousands of years.  The major loss of fish over the years has economically damaged the tribal communities and their cultural identity as well.   

 

For the one hundred years of the project’s operation, it was as if thousands of people and over two-hundred miles of downstream habitat didn’t exist.  However, recent court rulings based on the Endangered Species Act listings of Coho salmon and two types of sucker fish have changed all that.  The BOR has also been charged with violating federal refuge management laws due to excessive pollution and unproductive conditions for wildlife.  Well drilling projects also ran into trouble when agricultural runoff went into the water table for public residents and have since reported intestinal parasites, diarrhea, and stomach pains.  All of Upper Klamath Lake is also listed as water quality-impaired under the Clean Water Act.  But at a recent showdown at California Berkley, it isn’t just about water and endangered fish, its about power and perhaps, about race.  The tribes have been the hardest hit during the long decline of the Klamath Basin’s habitat.  Since the coming of the Euro-American settlers, the local tribes have had little power to stop the devastation of their traditional resources, ancient homelands, and cultural icons.  Through the endangered species act, they now have some leverage and an opportunity to determine their own destiny.

 

In resent news, due to the endangered species act, the Bureau of Reclamation has announced that no water will be available for the farmers.  To provide some assistance to farmers affected by what is going to be considered the driest year since the project began, the U.S. Department of Agriculture announced that most crops in the area are eligible for Federal crop insurance.  Many suggestions are being made for the farmers, such as rotating cash crops with dry land crops.

 

In conclusion, the Klamath River is finally being viewed as a whole, where the relative impacts to various portions of the project are being quantified.  A system-wide resolution to the severe ecological and economical problems should be developed and implemented.  If land and water practices similar to these are aloud to continue, we can expect more listed species, more jobs and cultures lost, more extinctions, and more conflict.        

