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another Owens Valley

“This will be another Owens Valley!” The outcry 
recurs whenever communities in the Western 

United States are threatened by metropolitan water grabs. 
As warning and rallying call, “Remember the Owens 
Valley!” evokes the now-famous environmental struggle 
and strategy of resistance to the expropriation of local 
water resources and the destruction of water-dependent 
ecosystems in the interests of far-flung designs for urban 
expansion.

In 1905, as the City of Los Angeles began acquiring 
water rights in the Owens Valley under the cover of a 
U.S. Reclamation Service project, local townspeople and 
farmers protested in rallies and petition drives. Defeated 
when Teddy Roosevelt sanctioned building the city’s 
aqueduct, citizens mounted a spirited rebellion in the 
1920’s as drought and groundwater pumping for export 
dried up the sources of local livelihood. In the unfold-
ing water war Owens Valley residents pursued a two-fold 
strategy: negotiate with the city for a share of the water 
and, when rebuffed, resist in forceful action. Citizens 
formed their own irrigation district as a public body 
to confront the city. When all else failed, in November 
1924 they attacked pipelines with bombs and famously 
occupied the aqueduct’s Alabama Gates, dumping its 
water on the dry valley floor. This history was turned 
to legend in a series of muckraking exposés, novels, and 

films, including the celebrated Chinatown, which trans-
formed political events into a tale of mystery, incest, 
conspiracy, and futility.

Real progress, however, came only in the 1970’s when 
Inyo County and the Owens Valley Committee began a 
series of legal actions. Lawsuits under the new National 
Environmental Protection Act (NEPA) and California 
Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) finally provided the 
leverage to hold the Los Angeles Department of Water 
and Power (LADWP) accountable for environmental 
depredations and to compel LADWP to begin mitiga-
tion. Those efforts continue today with important victo-
ries that restore stream flows to sixty-two miles of the 
lower Owens River and the delta ecosystem at Owens 
Lake. These days, “Remember the Owens Valley” can 
refer to both the environmental dangers of exporting the 
water supply of small rural communities for urban devel-
opment and the strategies developed in one community 
to resist their own ruin.

 Initially, the political fallout of the Owens Valley 
water war was registered statewide in the 1931 County 
of Origin law, which prohibited inter-basin water trans-
fers that desiccate one region for the development of 
another. The legend has continued to spread. In the 
western Sierra foothills a Committee to Save the Moke-
lumne [River] organized in opposition to the East Bay 
Municipal Utility District: “This county can’t let itself be 
turned into a 21st-century Owens Valley so residents of 
the East Bay can wash their cars in pure mountain water.” 
(Sacramento Bee, May 29, 1990) 

Honey Lake Valley in northeastern California is threat-
ened by the sprawling development of Reno. A battle 
began in the 1990’s to prevent pumping the aquifer that 
runs from Honey Lake twenty miles east to Fish Springs 
Ranch on the Nevada side of the state line. At the outset 

the press reported 
“natives, fearing that 
history may repeat, 
have begun to 
fight…We all know 
what happened in 
the Owens Valley. 
The fear is here.” 
(Sacramento Bee, 
January 22, 1990) 
Fish Springs Ranch 
was purchased by 
the Vilder Water 
Company of San 
Francisco, which 
maintained that 
their groundwater 
pumping would 
not affect the aqui-
fer in California. 
Lassen County (CA) 
disagreed but lost 
the argument when 

the Bureau of Land Management produced an Envi-
ronmental Impact Statement supporting the ranch-to-
Reno pipeline and sale of water for development. (Lassen 
County News, July 29, 2008)

Sometimes local and environmental groups prevail. 
The San Luis Valley in south-central Colorado and 
portions of northern New Mexico is a vast area (8,193 
square miles, the size of New Jersey) with a rich history 
of Indian and Hispanic settlement. The Homestead Act 
of 1862 brought an immigrant population of European-
ancestry farmers and ranchers, many of them Mormons. 
Canal companies modeled on the Hispanic acequias 

Great Sand Dunes National Park in the San Luis Valley of southern Colorado was established through the efforts of a citizens’ 
environmental movement founded on the protection of regional water resources and inspired by the Owens Valley experience.

By far the most influential 
account of the Los Angeles-
Owens Valley conflict is the 1974 
Roman Polanski film Chinatown. 
Although fictionalized in many 
ways, Chinatown nevertheless 
told a resonant story of powerful 
city interests that crushed any 
opposition.

A 2006 publication of the Progressive Leadership Alliance of 
Nevada warns that Las Vegas’s plans to export water from 
rural counties of Eastern Nevada promise another Owens 
Valley by destroying local ranching communities and the 
natural habitat.

John Walton, Ph.D.
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supported irrigated agriculture while simultaneously 
creating a social infrastructure of cooperating groups—
very much like the Owens Valley ditch companies. San 
Luis Valley also contains the Great Sand Dunes, a unique 
natural formation that became a national monument 
and later a national park. The sand dunes are stabilized 
by the valley’s aquifer, and geologists believe excessive 
pumping would destroy the dunes held in place by 
underlying groundwater.

In the mid-1980’s, American Water Development, 
Inc. (AWDI) bought a large ranch in the valley and laid 
claim to 200,000 acre-feet of groundwater. Their plan 
was to send San Luis Valley water to the rapidly develop-
ing Front Range cities of Denver, Pueblo, and Colorado 
Springs. Citizens for San Luis Valley Water (CSLVW) 
organized at the grassroots and pursued an energetic 
campaign of publicity, legislative lobbying, lawsuits, and 
environmental awareness. Owens Valley provided them 
a model. As one observer reported, “CSLVW took full 
advantage of the parallel, arranging for current residents 
of the Owens Valley to come to the San Luis Valley and 
recount their valley’s fate.” CSLVW successfully chal-
lenged the water-rights claim of AWDI, which in turn 
sold out to a San Francisco investment firm that adopted 
the name Stockman’s Water Co. for the Colorado opera-
tion. The fundamental purpose remained water export 
and sale to Front Range cities, but the new company 
presented itself as an environmentally friendly promoter 
of a “preserve” and wildlife reservation. In response, the 
opposition reorganized as Citizens for Colorado’s Water 
with statewide support. The citizens’ movement won 
a permanent victory when The Nature Conservancy 
purchased the ranch and water rights and, with the 
help of Colorado senators and Interior Secretary Bruce 
Babbitt, donated the property to the newly designated 
Great Sand Dunes National Park.

Strictly speaking, there is no other Owens Valley. Each 
region and water export scheme has its own time, place, 
and conditions. The parallels are not perfect and any 
credit for recent efforts to defend local water resources 
belongs more to citizen initiatives than to historical 
models. Yet the Owens Valley experience remains a 
powerful symbol and practical guide to environmental 
action—a model for those needing encouragement. The 
legend grows because it teaches and inspires.

[This is the first of a two-part article. The next install-
ment in our December issue will pursue the theme “Another 
Owens Valley” by drawing on contemporary cases in North-
ern California and Eastern Nevada.]

John Walton, Ph.D., is a research professor in sociology 
at UC Davis and the author of Western Times and Water 
Wars (University of California Press), the definitive story of 
Owens Valley and the struggle with the City of Los Angeles.
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nents appealed to Inyo County Supervisors, who held a 
15-hour hearing and finally voted 4-1 to grant the permit. 
The only recourse for project opponents now appears to 
be litigation.

A noteworthy aspect of the permitting process was 
project proponents’ attempts to circumvent CEQA by 
having consultants give oral testimony introducing data 
not included in the EIR. This was a tacit admission of the 
serious deficiencies of the EIR and served to prevent public 
scrutiny of data and analyses. It effectively rendered the 
EIR itself pointless. Project proponents introduced new 
data at both the Planning Commission and County Super-
visors’ hearings.

One example captures the “kangaroo court” spirit of 
the permit hearings particularly well. After we had publi-
cized the failure of the EIR to include adequate data to 
characterize the biologic resources at Little Lake, project 
proponents hired a “certified professional wetlands scien-
tist” who went to the site in late winter 2009. He stood 
outside the property line and looked in over the fence and 
subsequently testified before both the Planning Commis-
sion and County Supervisors. His testimony included 
speculation on what species and biotic communities might 
occur on the property. In presenting photos, he pointed to 
patches of vegetation and misidentified them. He noted 
species and communities that not only don’t occur, but 
also wouldn’t even be expected to occur on the property 
by anyone familiar with regional vegetation. The “certified 
scientist” also showed slides with cartoon diagrams, based 
on imaginary data, purporting to show why flow reduc-
tions will cause no significant impacts. Apparently, some 
people think this passes for data collection and analysis in 
Inyo County.

“Standing outside the fence in winter looking in” 
describes not only the research protocol of Coso’s “certi-
fied professional wetlands scientist” but also, unfortunately, 
the feelings of some of us who advocate for rational water 
management in Inyo County. We’ve attempted to explain 
some of the most serious issues and problems posed by the 
Coso project, but even if we devoted this entire issue of the 
OVC newsletter to this one topic, the number and diver-
sity of the problems would exceed what could be covered. 

For more information please visit www.ovcweb.org/
issues/coso.html. To help Little Lake Ranch continue to fight 
this project contact Gary Arnold, garnold@atozlaw.com or  
(805) 988-9886.

action and turn off the pumps. Instead, the decision to 
turn off pumps is left to the discretion of the Inyo County 
Water Department (ICWD). ICWD’s acquiescence to 
violations by LADWP of its own 2008-2009 annual 
pumping program as well as ICWD’s failure to act when 
drawdown triggers were reached in tests of wells 380 and 
381 in Owens Valley are a few of many examples that call 
into question ICWD’s power or ability to turn off pumps 
when necessary.

The HMMP doesn’t unambiguously require that pump-
ing cease when triggers are reached because the HMMP is, 
in fact, more research proposal than mitigation plan. The 
stated HMMP goals say nothing about ensuring predicted 
impacts are mitigated to be less than significant. Instead, 
the four goals all pertain to hydrologic research. Indeed, 
because this research is designed to answer questions 
necessary to design an actual mitigation program, this 
research should have been conducted before the EIR was 
written. The HMMP is thus complicated, confusing, long 
on conditionals (“would” and “should”), and short on the 
imperatives (“will” and “must”) necessary for an effective 
mitigation plan. 

The underlying problem in both the HMMP and EIR is 
the failure to acquire adequate baseline data. Because data 
adequate to characterize Little Lake ecosystems were not 
obtained, the impact analysis hangs on an unstated, unsup-
ported assumption of proportionate ecosystem response 
to an arbitrary reduction in flows. Because data adequate 
to build a credible hydrologic model were not obtained, 
the HMMP was hijacked and turned into a hydrologic 
research proposal. By seeking a permit with an EIR lacking 
essential data, Coso undermines the process of environ-
mental review.

The permitting process
Because the project involves exporting water from one 
basin (Rose Valley) to another, it falls under Inyo County’s 
groundwater ordinance, which requires project proponents 
to obtain a Conditional Use Permit. Although the Inyo 
County Water Commission voted 3-2 against the proposal, 
this vote was non-binding. The Inyo County Planning 
Commission heard nine hours of testimony and then 
voted, without deliberation, 5-0 to issue the permit. Oppo-
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Portion of the rare, large alkali meadow below the south end 
of Little Lake.  Inyo County consultants showed an aerial photo 
of this meadow and erroneously called it “upland sagebrush or 
bitterbrush scrub vegetation.”

Work party at Little Lake
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