“Mission Accomplished,” DWR Strikes “Awesome” Water Quantities
Brings “First Light of Hope” to Thirsty Tulelake 

“White Hats” in DWR’s Northern District Lead Rescue on the Klamath
Governor’s Order All Wet …Brings Water to Desert

Only six weeks after the Governor’s May 4th declaration of a drought emergency in Tulelake in Siskiyou and Modoc counties administered by his Office of Emergency Services, OES, the Department of Water Resources, DWR, oversaw water gushing onto once dry dirt.  After $ 5 million was presented to the Tulelake Irrigation District, TID, within weeks DWR had supervised wells punched down thousands of feet --past stingy dry sediments and impermeable clays --into water friendly, fractured rock. Volcanic basalt.  Soon nine wells surrendered generous quantities of water --some trapped in hundreds of feet of broken rocks nearly half a mile below caramelized high desert landscapes. Since most of the wells produced 9,000 to 10,000 gallons per minute, GPM, bigger pipes and special order pumps might be needed. Noel Eaves, Engineering Geologist said, “You don’t get 10,000 GPM pumps off the shelf.” (10,000 GPM produces 3,000 acre-feet in 70 days of pumping). Earl Danosky, executive of the Tulelake Irrigation District, TID, said, “to move water 2,000 feet through a straw you have to suck very hard.” In a drought needing bigger pumps is a welcome problem. Nimbus Engineering Project Manager, Kirk Swanson, called one of the aquifers, “incredible.” And DWR had made it happen.  

 

How DWR Brought Water to the Party    

During the Spring and Summer of ’01 while a political storm raged throughout the 200-mile long Klamath River Basin, DWR’s technical genius, emergency management system, and diplomatic skills had turned quietly, but quickly toward a practical long-term solution to dry years in the future. The mission objectives were urgent and clear -- find new water to save topsoil in 2001 and discover new groundwater for agriculture and wildlife to supplement scarce surface water in dry future years. Like the civil service heroes in a Tom Clancy novel, DWR people proved that in a crisis a professionally run bureaucracy is not fiction. DWR’s groundwater specialists had long prepared for a “disaster in the making” years before, according to many DWR’s Northern District staff -- Glen Pearson, Bill Mendenhall, Noel Eaves, and Mike Ward. 

Like the prospect of a hanging, the water crisis concentrated all minds greatly – bringing out the best. DWR’s skilled personnel demonstrated teamwork and leadership that mobilized local community support and stimulated interagency cooperation. 

The Crisis: Drought’s Devastation and ESA’s Consequences   

During most of 2001 the daily news covered the results of the worst drought in the entire history of irrigation in the Klamath Basin. On April 6th the federal Bureau of Reclamation decided that, though disputed, the biological opinions of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and the National Marine Fisheries Service and the requirements of the Endangered Species Act left no other choices. So, the Bureau decision increased river flow to the Coho salmon on the lower Klamath and maintained Upper Klamath Lake levels to sustain the Lost River sucker and the shortnose sucker. Water to fish left those in the middle dry. The drought and ESA combined eliminated all water to 90 percent of 210,000 acres of farming and reduced residual flows to 12,000 acres of seasonal marshes in the Lower Klamath National Wildlife Refuge. Immediately downstream of Tulelake farms, the Refuge is habitat to 1.8 million waterfowl, 10 million birds on the Pacific Flyway and about 1,000 wintering Bald Eagles.

According to Dwight Russell, Northern District Chief, in April “a massive dust storm blotted out center lines in the road.” Bill Mendenhall, Chief of the District’s Resource Assessment Branch, says, “the community was blowing away.”  The drought caused job losses for 3,000 farm workers, waterless homesteaders, and economic losses of about $73 million.  

It was a crisis for all beneficiaries of water – the fish, the refuge fowl, and farmers. Events turned up the heat on old and deep value conflicts between water users – tribes versus tribes, fish versus fish, farmers versus fishermen etc -- And the desperate acts of a few – symbolically, but illegally -- breaking locks on channel gates to save their livelihoods. Citizens staged meetings, protests and negotiations and filed lawsuits over fish, Bald Eagles, and water rights.
“It took an emergency to draw attention…after we’ve been working 15 years on this,” says Mendenhall. Only three weeks after Governor Davis’s declaration, at the urging of the Counties of Siskiyou and Modoc, groundwater specialists at the Department of Water Resources began coordinating the drilling of wells. A well siting committee staffed by DWR, TID, and OES picked 14 promising well sites, DWR engineered the basic well design, and ensured expedited environmental and archeological reviews. Pat Parsons, map specialist said he was “amazed …and impressed how fast things actually got done.” He and others said that SEMS, the State Emergency Management System, “actually worked.” 

DWR hit the ground running. Russell says his District “team put themselves out day after day. This was not an 8-5 job. They worked months on end at peak energy levels.  “DWR employees have been stepping up to the plate and providing emergency assistance….”     
Skills

Dwight Russell praised the “resident skills” of his staff geologists, scientists, and engineers who helped chose the well sites and watched over environmental, cultural, water quality, aquifer stability and other issues. “We had the skills on the spot where they were needed.”  At the center was the staff of the groundwater section: Noel Eaves and Mike Ward. The technical staff of the section doing field work in Tulelake were Dan McManus, Debbie Spangler, Bill Ehorn, Associate Engineering Geologist; Kelly Staton, Engineering Geologist; April Scholzen, Engineering Technician; Seth Lawrence, Water Resources Engineer; Sean Dunbar, Graduate Student Assistant; Greg Dwyer, Engineering Student Assistant, and John Ayres. The field staff collected geologic and hydro geologic data from well sites, oversaw compliance with state regulations, monitored groundwater levels in grids around each TID well to measure any impacts on the local wells, and worked with local well owners to find solutions. 
 DWR provided essential technical advice while the Lang Drilling Company completed wells ranging in depths from 571 to 2,380 feet and Nimbus Engineering provided project management on expedited round the clock schedules. John Ayres, an MS student in Geosciences helped DWR engineers “log” wells – sample well core samples -- for every ten feet of digging to study a cross section of the geology of Tulelake down to as far as half a mile. Nicole Martin, Engineering Student Assistant, organized data collected from the drilling sites. 

DWR moved one well site to protect a Native American cultural site and at another site relocated an equipment pit to protect bank swallows which had homesteaded a freshly dug pit.  TID’s Danosky appreciated DWR, “It was really good to work with DWR. It was looking out for our interests on environmental, cultural, and other issues.”   

Teamwork

It is a team effort,” says Russell, Chief Northern District of DWR. Noel Eaves, Engineering Geologist found that the water crisis was a real team builder in the Groundwater unit. “It brought out the best in everyone. We got to know each other. Trust each other. We bonded, “ says Eaves. Mike Ward, Water Resources Engineer, “We pulled together… to get the job done.”
Leadership

In the midst of the chaos was Dwight Russell “standing out in the fields, in the community, on the road, talking, establishing a foundation of trust,” says Pearson. “His intensity never let up. He stayed on it,” says Mike Ward.
Interagency Cooperation 

Glen Pearson, Branch Chief and others were responsible for many interagency activities involving the OES, U.S. Bureau of Reclamation, U.S. Geological Survey, Oregon Department of Water Resources, and the counties of Siskiyou and Modoc. “These good relations will serve us well for years to come.” On the other hand, Glen Pearson, supervising geologist wanted to make clear that the Groundwater Section “was doing the work making it happen.”  

Community Support 

“The Groundwater staff was “concerned about the people, their lives and their livelihood. DWR staff worked beyond and above the call of duty. They maintained their morale in the midst of the political turmoil and stayed the course in the storm,” says Pearson.  The project was “good for the people. Good for DWR,” says Jessica Salinas an Associate Land and Water Use Analyst pressed into service as an Information Officer for the project. Reading and answering mail from citizens, “really hits home. Some losing their farms held for generations.” Still, DWR gets “incredibly positive comments. …No negatives,” says Salinas. And Mike Ward said it was a pleasure “getting to know the people of rural California. I met people I will know the rest of my life.” DWR well drilling “brought the first light of hope” to the people of drought devastated Tulelake, says Ward. “There is immense appreciation for DWR. We gained trust,” says Ward. Research Analyst (GIS) Pat Parsons, DWR’s map man in the District, appreciated that his maps “proved the farmer’s need for relief.” Debbie Spangler, an engineering Geologist one year out of Chico State, said found her work “exciting, busy” monitoring water levels and water quality in private wells nearby DWR drilling. She found all local citizens “very friendly.” Graduate student John Ayres said there was “a steady stream of local residents watching us log samples on the ground.” Indeed, “the local network seemed to know everything about every well.” 

Troy Fletcher, a hard advocate for controlling demands for water and an uncompromising advocate of the “senior” water rights of his Yurok tribe said, “It is great that DWR is there looking into water diversions from the Shasta and Scott tributaries of the Klamath River. [DWR’s District Chief of Resources Assessment] Bill Mendenhall is a good guy.” Russell says DWR is “wearing the White Hats.” 

The Payoff –DWR Strikes Water at Well # 1 and Then Some.

Water was first struck in “awesome” quantities at Well #1 at Hill and Kandra Roads in Tulelake, California.  Down to 740 feet after punching through 320 feet of water-bearing basalt rock, the first well and the others that followed in rapid succession exceeded initial estimates of 2,000 gallons per minute (GPM) from shallower prior wells in the region. Well # 1 yielded from 9,300 to 9,600 GPM during well development (pumping out loose materials). While Well #1 passed all technical tests of productive capacity DWR has ensured that it and all the others are monitored for their impacts on 40 neighboring wells, drawdown on aquifers levels, and changes in water quality.  A Tulelake farmer called Well #1 “awesome.” DWR Hydrologist Dan McManus, who along with the groundwater staff did much of the geological studies on well sites said, “I couldn’t be happier on this one.”  Northern District Chief Dwight Russell said, “Every hole is a mystery.” Mysteries that his staff seemed to be discerning quite well.

July and August ’01 brought more good news at Wells #3, #4, #5, #6, #7 and #14 where pump test yields of 9,000 GPM, 9,000 GPM, 10,500 GPM, 6,000 GPM, 4000 GPM, and an estimated 9,000 GPM were achieved respectively and Well # 9 had promising rock structures. The wells including pumps have cost approximately $400,000 each in Natural Disaster Assistance funds administered by the Governor's OES. 

 “Mission Accomplished,” 

It “exceeded all expectations… the mission was accomplished,” said Glen Pearson, Branch Chief. The original goal of 30,000 GPM out of 14 wells was achieved in four wells. By the ninth well the estimated annual production was 50,000 to 60,000 GPM  -- enough to replace more than 8 percent of the Klamath Project’s annual production. If sustained, Tulelake appears to have one or more deep aquifers – a long term supplemental groundwater source to provide water in future droughts for wildlife and agricultural production, as well as emergency topsoil protection.  The Tulelake Irrigation District (TID) will decide which acreage served by the wells will receive water. According to TID executive Danosky, there now appears to be enough water for cover crops on 20 percent of the 41,000 acres in Tulelake.     

In August the Bureau of Reclamation released 75,000 acre-feet, AF, of water to farmers, 1,000 AF to the Refuge, and commissioned the National Academy of Sciences to review the U.S. Fish and Wildlife biological opinion on suckerfish and Coho salmon.  The Academy process and any follow-up third party restudy could take 18 months. Meanwhile, the new DWR well water may prevent precious soils from turning to dust and being blown away in high desert winds or being washed away in flash floods.

 While the immediate beneficiaries are the soil conservation needs of farmers, Russell points out that DWR’s obligations are to “all beneficial uses,” of water. Similarly,  “There are many interesting (and equally valid) points of view regarding the fish, the Tribes, the farmers, the Federal, State and County, and of course ...DWR's part in the whole process,” says Dan McManus, DWR.

For details of progress on well drilling and groundwater studies see the Web page of the Northern District of DWR at http://www.dpla.water.ca.gov/nd/KlamathDrought/index.html
 

 

Sidebar – Klamath, a short story.  

Water has always been extraordinarily precious in this high desert. Public water projects began back in 1907 were preceded by 25 years of private ditch companies watering thousands of acres.  The Klamath area is rich in western frontier and water history. Here the Hudson Bay Company trapped beavers, John C. Fremont explored, and the Modoc and Klamath Indians fought each other, the First Oregon Cavalry Regiment, and the U.S. Cavalry. Only five years after the Modoc War ended with the U.S. Army execution of Modoc leaders Captain Jack and Boston Charley, in 1882 a private company, Linkville Ditch Company, dug a two-mile ditch from the Link River to town lots. Private digging for towns, irrigation, and power continued apace from 1882 through 1904.    

SIDEBAR – Life along the Klamath River 

Upper Klamath -- Klamath Tribes claim species of suckerfish, mullet, as a source of food and spirituality. Klamath basin farms produce horseradish or mint garnished steak, French fries, onions.  

Lower Klamath –The Lower Klamath and its tributaries (e.g. Trinity, Scott, Shasta) provide water for farming and rural communities, but most of the rugged, mountainous, and forested length of the Klamath’s 200 miles are uninhabited and are largely dedicated to whitewater rafting, sport fishing (King, Silver salmon, and Steelhead), untouched redwoods, and subsistence living.  While the Kurok Tribe headquartered in Happy Camp claims salmon for its sustenance, the Hoopa and Yurok tribes living near and on the Pacific Coast south of Crescent City catch salmon –to be smoked or frozen-- for commercial markets, as do Pacific Coast fishermen. 

Sidebar -- Klamath in the News
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