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An Introduction to the Klamath Basin Conflict  

 Straddling the Oregon-California border, the Klamath Basin watershed is centered on the 

Klamath River, whose headwaters are located in the semi-desert lakes region surrounding the town of 

Klamath Falls.  The river flows down through the northern California valleys being joined by the Lost 

River, Shasta River, Scott River, and Trinity River and flowing into the Pacific Ocean at the town of 

Requa, near Crescent City.  Despite its size and majesty it, like many areas in the arid West, is a region 

where water is scarce and has been over-allocated. Each of the diverse communities in the region has 

deep and historical connections to the land and water, making decisions concerning water allocation 

and natural resources as much about cultural identities as economic livelihoods.  

One of the most contested watersheds in the nation, the Klamath Basin has seen conflict over 

water use since the early 1900s.  Though often characterized as “fish vs. farms,” the conflict over how to 

use and allocate water involves profound economic and ecological interdependencies in the Klamath 

Basin. Although major flare-ups occurred throughout the last century, the conflict came to a head in the 

first five years of the 21st century as a series of disasters hit each of the three largest stakeholder groups 

in turn.  In 2001, in an effort to comply with Endangered Species Act recommendations, irrigation 

deliveries to the farming community were reduced by nearly 90%, bringing the agricultural community 

to its knees. In 2002, water policy swung back dramatically, with full irrigation deliveries met with no 

water left in the river, resulting in one of the largest fish die-offs in the nation’s history and devastating 

the economies of tribal and sport fishermen communities.   Finally, in 2006, partially as a result of the 

2002 fish die-off, salmon fishing on 700 miles of the Californian coast was shut down in an effort to 

conserve the now drastically reduced Klamath salmon stocks, triggering economic crashes across the 

fishing-dependent communities of the coast.  During these crises, a spotlight increasingly fell on the role 

of the four hydroelectric dams on the river, and the dams’ effects on fish migration, water storage, and 

water quality—further dividing the communities along political positions of dam vs. un-dam the river.   
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Although those years were filled with turmoil, political wrangling, violence, protesting, and a 

general climate of agony throughout the Basin, it also became a turning point as it ignited a Basin-wide 

negotiation process, concluding in 2010 with the creation of the Klamath Basin Restoration Agreement 

(KBRA) and the Klamath Hydroelectric Settlement Agreement (KHSA) — see the KBRA/KHSA parties map 

for an appreciation of the scope of groups involved. Around the same time, the Klamath Basin General 

Stream Adjudication (KBA) process, which began in 1975 and processed 730 claims and nearly 6,000 

contests on water rights, released its Final Order of Determination in March 2013. Along with 

reaffirming 1864 and 1905 irrigator and farming rights, the Final Order recognized that the tribes of the 

Klamath Basin have a “time immemorial” right to water to support traditional fisheries. 2013 saw 

another drought in the region, and with rights deemed enforceable for the first time the Klamath Tribes 

and other senior water right holders called for regulation of upstream rights, once again causing 

dramatic irrigation cut-offs to the agricultural community and to the National Wildlife Refuges in the 

region.  As full implementation of the KBRA and KHSA required congressional approval not yet given, a 

group of Upper Basin irrigators, U.S. Department of Interior, various Oregon state elected officials, and 

representatives of the Klamath Tribes concluded negotiations and released an Upper Klamath Basin 

Comprehensive Agreement (UKBA) in March 2014 in an effort to resolve outstanding water rights issues 

among users in the Upper Basin who were both most affected by the water calls of 2013 and who are 

not currently part of the KBRA.   

Although tension between the communities remains high, there is hope that a resolution to this 

century-old water conflict is on the horizon.  Nevertheless, considering the economic and cultural stakes 

at play, as well as the long shadow of a hostile history, it is unlikely that agreements and decisions will 

be implemented without the creation of additional conflicts in need of intervention, management, and 

resolution.  This assessment was compiled as a primer for conflict specialists entering into the Klamath 

Basin situation. Considering the vast array of water issues beneath this wide umbrella, the entry points 
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for conflict specialists can be diverse and potentially disconnected. As it has taken the region more than 

a century to even consider, let alone actually work together towards, comprehensive solutions, it is 

imperative that future conflict specialists have an appreciation of the interdependencies and 

contentious history of the region.  

The Three Tragedies of 2001, 2002, 2006 

2001: Irrigation Shut Off  

In 2001, the conflict in the Basin came to a head when 

two biological opinions (BiOps) on the sucker fish in the Upper 

Basin and the coho salmon in the Lower Basin were released 

under the Endangered Species Act. The BiOps simultaneously 

presented recommendations for high water levels in the lakes to support the sucker fish and high flows 

to be released to support the coho.  To comply with these recommendations the Bureau of Reclamation 

essentially shut off all water for farming in the Upper Basin, providing approximately 10% of the 

irrigation deliveries of previous years.  Naturally, the farming community was outraged.  This action 

demonstrated a breach of trust for the children of homesteaders who had been guaranteed water in the 

early 1900s in exchange for improving the land and providing food for the nation.  Although the farmers 

were provided federal compensation emergency funds, their livelihoods had been put in jeopardy and 

they soon took to the streets. Initial demonstrations were non-violent, like the 

“bucket brigade,” but by mid-summer thousands of anti-government activists 

had come to support the farmers, committing acts of civil disobedience 

including circumventing the closed water gates to release a small, but 

symbolic amount of water into the irrigation ditches. In fall of 2001, President 

Bush intervened and called for the National Academy of Sciences’ National 

Research Council to review the ESA recommendations.  This review largely 
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agreed with the ESA evidence but concluded that there was “no sound 

scientific basis” to justify the final irrigation decisions (Service, 2003).  

In response to the report, those aligned with the fishing communities 

and tribes along with the scientists themselves raised suspicions of 

political tampering with science.  The events of 2001 were the catalyst that threw the long-simmering 

Klamath Basin conflict into the public eye and also directly led to the monumental tragedies of 2002 and 

2006.  

2002: Fish Kill on the River  

 After the overturning of the ESA restoration recommendations, a ceremony was held in spring 

of 2002 to open the headgates and provide water for irrigators in the Upper Klamath Basin at pre-2001 

rates. As they were still feeling the devastating economic losses of 

the year before, it was a critical summer for the farming 

community, ensured by the free-flowing irrigation water.  

However, while the fields produced lush crops and the beef cattle 

had grass to eat, the water level in the river dropped far below 

healthy flows for salmon.  In the fall, as salmon returned to spawn in 

the Lower Basin, low water levels increased water temperatures and 

crowding of fish, leading to an outbreak of fish diseases. Although 

emergency water flows were released, it was too late to stop the 

spread of disease in the watershed. It is estimated at minimum that 

33,000 adult coho, chinook, and steelhead were killed, with some 

estimates as high as 80,000 fish total.  All sources agree that this 

represents one of the largest, if not the largest, reported fish kill (or 

fish die-off) in the nation’s history. In addition, unknown amounts of 
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juveniles and unlaid eggs were lost.  It was a particularly devastating blow for the Indian tribes of the 

region, whose belief system includes a creation story of humans and salmon being brothers and sisters.  

2006: Ocean Fishing Closed 

 In the years following the fish kill, there was a marked decline 

in salmon returns to the region. By 2006, the conservation targets for 

sustaining the fishery had been missed for three years leading the 

Pacific Fisheries Management Council to close the entire season of 

salmon fishing along 700 miles of the northern California coast. As in 2002, the federal government 

released millions of dollars in disaster relief funds to fisherman and 

associated business in fishing-dependent communities. Although 

already involved, this final tragedy spurred the sports, recreation, 

commercial, and tribal fishing sectors into action, leading to 

increasingly vocal calls for balanced water policy in the region.  
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Klamath Basin Assessment: Personal Reflection  

 I found the use of a systems approach to be absolutely essential to approaching the Klamath 

Basin.  When I initially looked at the Klamath Basin I had no idea had to find an entry point into the 

situation.  After being provided with a potential entry point of ground water and wells, I initially dived 

into that, but soon thereafter the bill was dropped.  In my subsequent communications with individuals 

in the Klamath Basin there was a definite agreement that while ground water and exempt well statuses 

are issues, they are unlikely to be pushed for any type of resolution again in the very near future 

because of a general sense from the leadership on each side (farmers, environmentalists, tribes) that it 

is too low of priority to be worth stirring up the political pot again when there are so many bigger 

opportunities on the table—specifically, the final approval and implementation of the KBRA, KHSA, and 

now the UKBA.  With this information coupled with my lack of groundwater expertise, I decided that this 

was also not the entry point for my assessment of the Klamath Basin and thus I went back to the 

drawing table. 

 After sitting through nearly four hours of presentations at PIELC by the leaders who are in the 

trenches, I came away initially even more astounded by the intense interdependencies and overall 

complexity of the Klamath Basin region. In working through the material, I found three perspectives 

especially helpful—history, the tribal lens, and a systems mapping approach—all three of which the 

conflict cannot be approached without appreciating.   

First, the issues of the Klamath Basin have deep historical roots.  I focused on the issues of 2001, 

2002, and 2006 as these are the most relevant currently; however, the conflict stretches back to the late 

1800s when the first settlers began to fundamentally change the use of the land.  This is especially true 

with the creation of the Klamath Basin Reclamation Project in 1905, which drained over 80% of the lakes 

region to create room for agriculture.  Shortly there following was a series of dams construction, starting 

back in 1918 with Copco I. The Homesteading Act was used to settle the area by granting large tracts of 
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land to WWI and the WWII veterans via a lottery system, at that time the government made overt 

promises that they would always provide the farmers with enough water to grow as much food as they 

could for the country.  This provides the deep cultural identity that the farmers (those grandchildren and 

great-grandchildren) in the Basin have today, as well as their belief in and trust in the government to 

ensure their rights to water—a belief and trust that was shattered in 2001.   

The second essential lens for understanding Klamath is that of the experience of the Indian 

tribes in the region, the Klamath Tribes, Hoopa, Yurok, and Karuk.  Although I ended up not 

incorporating this perspective heavily into my assessment, I found myself deeply interested in the Indian 

perspective and did a majority of my research on these cultural elements of the case.  It is important to 

recognize that none of the tribes have had the same experience with the American government over the 

past nearly 150 years.  Some received moderate-sized reservation land, only to have it taken away 

during Termination Act period (Klamath Tribes); others maintain one of the arguably most majestic and 

economically productive reservation in the country (Yurok and Karuk); and the Hoopa, having never 

received a land base or signed a treaty, are still fighting just for full recognition of their tribal status.  Like 

all American Indian stories, there are instances of great brutality in the tribes of the Klamath Basin’s 

history.  Including a series of violent interactions in the Lower Basin during the 1960s-70s when the 

government shut down virtually all fishing for the California tribes as a means to bolster the commercial 

and sports fishing industries. However, what impressed me most in seeing this conflict from their 

perspective was the incredible resiliency the tribes have shown in the face of this adversity. From the 

use of the legal system to ensure their water rights to taking on Warren Buffett as the owner of the 

dams, the tribes in the Klamath Basin region have both fought for what is their’s and have worked to be 

collaborative with the other stakeholders.  This latter element can be seen through their alliance with 

other fishing sectors, as well as participation in and assistance in getting the KBRA and KHSA processes 

going in the first place.  Perhaps most evident has been the Klamath Tribes willingness to sit down with 
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irrigators in the Upper Basin to discuss the future of water calls after their first senior rights call during 

the 2013 drought.  Although the UKBA is actually causing great fragmentation within the Klamath Tribes, 

particularly with the Modoc Tribe considering leaving the coalition, it does demonstrate an incredible 

willingness to work with their neighbors to ensure the prosperity of the whole region.  Especially now 

that the tribe’s senior water rights have been affirmed as “time immemorial,” any person entering into 

the Klamath Basin absolutely has to have an appreciation of the tribes’ positions and history.  

Finally, the only way to do justice to the Klamath Basin conflict is to approach it from a systems 

perspective. Just as the deep cultural identities of the farmers and the tribes are tied together by their 

shared history, so too are all the major issues within the Klamath Basin.  When I initially began looking 

into the Klamath Basin, focusing too intently on the “fish vs. farms” construction, I blinded myself from 

some of these incredibly important and interconnected issues, including the Refuges, the effects of the 

blue-green algae, the economic livelihoods of California coastal towns, and even the status of the dams.  

I suppose I wasn’t approaching the conflict creatively enough as I assumed it was all a matter of allotting 

water between instream flows and irrigation, I never thought of what changing the game in terms of 

removing dams could do to the situation.  Using a systems mapping approach, I was able to better lay 

out the issues and understand the incredible interplay between them all.  I think most eager, idealistic 

students, environmentalists, and even farming advocates approach the Klamath Basin in much the same 

dualistic mindset that I initially did, which is why I wanted to create this assessment as a type of 

snapshot or primer for someone entering the conflict to quickly be able to assess and appreciate these 

incredible interdependencies. It was also for this reason I decided to map out the parties of the 

KBRA/KHSA agreements as I think it is incredibly difficult to wrap one’s mind around just how extensive 

the governance of this watershed is. Finally, I incorporated a map to show water flow in the Basin that I 

was given by a fellow student (that sadly has no attribution available) because of a need for 

understanding the literal lay-of-the-land when approaching the Klamath Basin. If I had more time to 



Acton 9 
 

dedicate to this project I would like work on creating a better graphical representation of the web of 

parties, issues, and history overlaid onto some type of map so as to better ground an introduction to the 

region.   
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Stream Fencing Restoration PriorityKlamath Basin Water Issues:
A Snapshot
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Fishing/Water Rights -
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Private Leaseland
Farming on Refuges

Water Management
Plan Needed

Severely Effected by
2013 Drought

Farming and
Irrigation Post-War

Homesteading Act

1905 Klamath
Reclamation ProjectApprox. 6,000 Ag Jobs

(10% of Upper Basin
Employment)

Primary crops: Alfalfa,
Beef, Strawberries,
Potatoes, Onions

2001 No Irrigation Water Crisis

Adjudication and
Agreements

2010 KBRA: Klamath Basin
Restoration Agreement

2010 KHSA: Klamath
Hydropower

Settlement Agreement

2013 KBA: Klamath
Basin Adjudication

2014: Upper Basin
Comprehensive Agreement
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Interconnections between Key Issues in the Klamath Basin 

 Adjudication & 
Agreements 

Fishing Farming Blue-Green Algae Hydropower 
National Wildlife 

Refuges 

Adjudication & 
Agreements 

Concerns with full 
implementation and 
funding, as well as 
persuading 
opponents to get on 
board. 

KHSA: removal of 
dams will restore 
fish passage 
KBRA: improved 
habitat 
KBA: time 
immemorial rights 
for instream flow 

KHSA: concerns 
over energy 
sources, possibility 
of support for alt. 
power (wind) 
KBRA: irrigation 
assurances 
UKBA: provides 
specifics for how 
tribes will make 
future water calls, 
increases security 

KHSA: dam removal 
should decrease 
water 
temperatures, 
decreasing toxic 
blooms 
KBRA: calls for 
increased 
monitoring, 
restoration 

KHSA: settlement 
between PacifiCorp 
and other 
stakeholders on 
decommissioning 
and removal of the 
four main dams by 
2020, splits cost of 
removal with 
communities. 

KBRA: restoration of 
marshland 
ecosystem in 
refuges. 
Major concern is 
that the Refuges 
have been left out 
of negotiations, 
advocating for 
discussion of ending 
leaseland farming. 

Fishing 

See first row Fishing goals to 
assure instream 
flows to support 
both Upper Basin 
suckers and Lower 
Basin salmon. 
Advocate removal 
of dams to restore 
fish passage in 
watershed. 
 
 
 
Farming goals to 
assure irrigation 
flows to support 
agriculture and not 
be subject to the 
unpredictable calls 
of tribal rights 
holders.  

Historic mistrust 
between 
communities, but 
increased 
recognition of 
interdependency 
has led to KHSA, 
KBRA, UKBA. More 
radical groups in 
each camp firmly 
against 
implementing these 
plans. Many families 
have both 
fishermen and 
farmers in them, 
including within the 
tribes.  

Low oxygen levels 
from algae blooms 
have been directly 
linked to fish 
diseases and die 
offs. Concerns of 
toxicity getting into 
fish for human 
consumption. 

Desire to see dams 
removed to restore 
fish passage. Two 
dams are currently 
tied to hatcheries, 
uncertain of future 
of those hatcheries 
and potential 
effects on 
commercial fishing. 

Decreased 
marshland from 
water withdraws 
has led to avian 
botulism, concerns 
of vector illnesses 
spreading through 
ecosystem, 
effecting fish.  Favor 
more instream 
water for fish and 
wildlife in refuges. 

Farming 

See first row Increased nitrogen 
from animal feces 
has led to 
restoration call for 
stream fencing. 
Concerns of more 
instream water 
being allocated to 
offset algae.  

Concerns over cost 
of dam removal to 
be incurred by 
community, and 
future energy 
sources.  

Farm land 
surrounds all three 
refuges, leaseland 
program has 
allowed for farming 
on refuges 
concerned with 
losing this 
opportunity.  
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Adjudication & 

Agreements 
Fishing Farming Blue-Green Algae Hydropower 

National Wildlife 
Refuges 

Blue Green Algae 

See first row See second row. See third row. Due to volcanic 
activity, algae a 
historical presence. 
Marked increase 
due to water levels 
and agricultural 
practices in recent 
years. 

Possible connection 
with stagnant, slow 
moving water 
causing increase 
algae, removal of 
dams may improve 
this.  

Decreases tourism 
during the summer 
due to rotten egg 
smell of algae.  
Research suggests 
negative health 
effects for fish, 
birds, and wildlife.  

Hydropower 

See first row See second row. See third row. See fourth row. Re-licensing 
processes showed 
that retrofitting 
dams to current fish 
passage standards 
would not be 
feasible for amount 
of power produced. 
KHSA negotiations 
has led to an initial 
plan for dam 
removal that would 
include cost sharing 
with community. 

Limited connection. 
Refuge in support of 
dam removal as 
effort to improve 
overall ecosystem.   

National Wildlife 
Refuge 

See first row See second row. See third row. See fourth row. See fifth row. Trying to get seat at 
negotiation table. 
Primary goal is to 
end the leaseland 
farming program.  
Possibility of 
restored 
marshlands 
providing natural 
water storage.  



Parties of the 2010 Klamath Settlement Agreements:
Klamath Basin Restoration Agreement (KBRA) and

Klamath Hydroelectric Settlement Agreement (KHSA)
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United States Federal Agencies

National Marine Fisheries Service

U.S. Forest Service

U.S. Department of Interoir 

Bureau of Indian Affairs

Bureau of Land Management

Bureau of Reclamation Fish & Wildlife Services

State Agencies

Oregon

Oregon Dept. of
Environmental Quality

Oregon Dept. of Fish & Wildlife

Oregon Water
Resources
Department

California

California Natural Resources Agency

California Dept. of Fish & Game

Power Company

PacifiCorp (KHSA only)
-- owner of dams

Tribal Governments

Karuk Tribe (CA)

Klamath Tribes (OR)

Yurok Tribe (CA)

County Governments

Humboldt County (CA)

Klamath County (OR)

Klamath Reclamation Project

Irrigation Districts

Enterprise, Klamath,
Malin, Shasta View,
Sunnyside, Tulelake

Imporevement Companies 

Ady District,
Klamath Basin,

Midland,
Pioneer, Plevna,

Westside

Individuals and
Companies with

Title to Land
Affected

Collins Product, LLC; Don Johnston & Son;
Inter-County Properties; Bradley Luscombe; Reames
Golf and Country Club; Van Brimmer Ditch Company;

Walthall 1995 Trust; Winema Hunting Lodge #4

Non-Project Irrigators

Upper Klamath Water
Users Association

Non-Governmental Organizations

American Rivers

California Trout

Institute for Fisheries Resources

Northern California/Nevada Council
Federation of Flyfishers

Pacific Coast Federation of
Fishermen's Associations

Salmon River Restoration Council 

Trout Unlimited
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