Brief Economic analysis of the Water Crisis on the Klamath River 

Water is a major resource of concern with many varying interest groups that have issues with how water is acquired, used, and shared. The story of water in the west--unlike the East where it is more abundant and flows more regularly--is one of ‘manifest destiny’ where settlers virtually transformed the land to redirect water from its natural basins to areas where it was felt most needed. This includes the vast agricultural industry of the state, as well as the rapidly expanding urban cities such as southern California. Water means money; Money to transform dry waste land into valuable agricultural land, and money to transform small towns, limited by natural water sources, into expansive urban cities. But it also provides a means of livelihood for Native Tribes, as well as an important industry for commercial fisheries. Water generates electricity for sale by private utility companies. And to the consumers of that electricity, water also provides a clean source of water for use in our homes and businesses. Finally for those who feel a sense of priceless ness regarding our National Wildlife Refuges and Wild & Scenic Rivers--located in the Klamath Basin and held in trust to preserve for all future generations to enjoy--water is vital to sustaining a healthy ecosystem and habitat for these natural stakeholders.  

The history of the Klamath Basin Project, in its most elemental economic terms, is an extraordinary feat of engineering designed to control the flow and use of water in order to transform marshy wetlands into burgeoning agricultural lands; which today equate to a $200 million annual industry. Even before the involvement of the US government in 1905, farmers were reclaiming the wetlands. Since then the US Bureau of Reclamation, in cooperation with both the state of Oregon and California, strove to create a project that would reclaim land and offer homesteading opportunities to returning veterans of the WWI & WWII. The idea was to offer small plots of 50acres to create economic opportunity to family farms so they in turn could provide produce for the nation. Towns developed and grew since then, and today there are vast agricultural communities that are important centers of economic productivity. They purchase machinery and other goods from outside their communities and bring in dollars from produce sold to purchase goods within their communities supporting local business. These transactions have a multiplier effect that contributes to the health of the economy as a whole, but particularly in the Klamath basin region.  

Turning to the present and considering the Klamath Basin as our subject of study, we can see that among all the competing uses today their just isn’t enough of the precious resource to satisfy all needs. Here in the Basin, for which the US Bureau of Reclamation is in control of water delivery to its many users, the major dilemma is currently meeting the requirements of the Endangered Species Act (ESA) for fish in the upper basin, Tribal rights and concerns for salmon habitat in the lower basin, and providing irrigation water to the agricultural users within the basin. Historically, the Klamath basin project (1905) was created and designed to serve the needs of irrigators only. Since the creation of the ESA (circa 1970) and the growing priority to solve the environmental problems and meet Tribal requirements in the basin, that means less water for farmers, and perhaps in the worst case scenario it could mean no water at all. This might occur because of the competing interests of keeping higher lake levels in the upper basin for endangered sucker fish while needing increased water flows downstream for salmon. After trying to meet these two conflicting needs, diverting any additional water to farmers can only worsen the situation of these previous priorities.  

Currently the order of priority for water rights has been established as ESA, Tribal rights, agriculture, and Natural Wildlife Refuges (NWR). While this order of water rights has been established by the Dept of Interior, the execution of delivering water by the Bureau or Reclamation and adequately serving the needs of water users is highly political and controversial regarding the surrounding legal issues. Agriculture is absolutely dependent upon its water appropriations to maintain economic viability, but so are the fisheries that depend upon healthy fish populations. At stake are the jobs provided by these industries, the surrounding communities who benefit from secondary economic activity and property taxes, Tribal livelihood and traditions, and, of course, continued existence of the threatened species involved. 

The history of water in the west has been indicative of our traditional European beliefs and attitudes towards the land, mainly the goal of “progress” through development and resource exploitation. Due to the unfortunate manner of water usage in the past we are now facing the environmental dilemmas that can only be solved by giving back to the environment what it needs--water. This reality has created a water crisis in the Klamath River basin. And the controversy among disparate water users has serious economic ramifications, where the problems are great and solutions are hard to come by. 

